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ABSTRACT 
This study explored the impact of family relationship dynamics on college student 
adjustment measures for 61 first-year first-generation college students. Students volunteered 
to complete a self-report questionnaire during their second semester of college, measuring 
psychological coping, family relationships, and academic, social, personal-emotional, and 
overall college adjustment. Actual student end-of-year and first-semester grade point average 
(GPA) and high school rank were also obtained. 
Hierarchical regression analysis results indicated that positive family relationship 
dynamics were predictive of positive personal-emotional college adjustment over and above 
that accounted for by prior academic achievement and psychological coping. However, the 
amount of additional explained variance was only 3%. Family relationship interaction was 
not associated with academic or social adjustment outcomes. Psychological coping provided 
a significant main effect, after partialing out prior achievement, for student social, academic, 
personal-emotional, and overall adjustment. Lower negative mood was associated with 
higher adjustment. Student prior academic achievement was also positively related to 
academic adjustment, overall adjustment and student end-of-year GPA. Both prior academic 
achievement and psychological coping explained a high percentage of the variance in 
adjustment outcomes for this study, showing the need to control for these variables in future 
college adjustment research. 
This research points to student mood and emotional coping as an important area of 
institutional intervention for first-year first-generation students following their first semester 
of college. Since psychological coping was found to provide a substantial amount of 
vi 
explained variance in college student adjustment, student academic support programs need to 
be designed to assist students in identifying current mood and level of functioning, individual 
coping resources, and ways of maintaining a positive attitude and self-image. An emphasis on 
affective coping skills, important relationship connections and activities that promote self-
esteem and a sense of confidence will help students understand their college situation in a 
way that supports their ability to manage it successfully and accomplish their goals. 
1 
INTRODUCTION 
Adjusting to the college transition process is a challenge for all students entering the 
higher education system. However, students who represent the first generation in their family 
going to college face additional hurdles to successfully obtaining their college degrees. While 
traditional students make a more or less unconscious decision to go to college as part of an 
always known expectation, first-generation students make a conscious choice to break with 
family tradition in going to college. For them, making such a change represents 
intergenerational and personal difficulties greater than the usual academic and social 
transition issues faced by all college students (Olenchak & Hebert, 2002; Terenzini et al., 
1994). They must learn to adapt to two different cultures: their world of family and friends at 
home and their new college culture. Tensions result in the family when young adults take on 
a new culture and direction than the one traditionally adopted by their family members. First-
generation students often find that family and friends at home do not understand their 
academic challenges and thus experience conflict regarding the changes being made in their 
lives. They must find ways to renegotiate this student-parent interaction in order to 
successfully persist to graduation (London, 1989, 1992, 1996; Mitchell, 1997; Olenchak & 
Hebert, 2002; Terenzini et al., 1994). 
Family systems theory posits that there is a mutual reciprocity between family members 
that impacts not only each individual member, but also the family system as a whole. 
Interactions between family members influence each member and the entire family 
environment. Each family member's adjustment and functioning affects the quality of the 
overall family system, and these family relationship dynamics, in turn, impact each member's 
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level of coping and adjustment. Because of this reciprocity, individual members' ability to 
adjust to new stressors and utilize coping resources can be positively influenced by a 
supportive family environment (Moos & Moos, 1994). In stressful or unfamiliar situations, 
such as going off to college for first-generation students, the family dynamics and 
relationship interactions, then, may be an important determinant in adjustment level and 
success for these students. As an increasing number of first-generation students are afforded 
the opportunity to attend higher education institutions, it will become necessary for these 
institutions to understand the struggles experienced by first-generation students and to put 
into place supports and interventions to assist them in being successful. 
Purpose of Study 
Colleges and universities wanting to develop strategies for assisting students to succeed 
need to know that unique family dynamic issues may play a role in success for first-
generation students. Qualitative studies (London, 1989, 1992, 1996; Mitchell, 1997; 
Olenchak & Hebert, 2002; Terenzini et al., 1994) have pointed to family dynamic difficulties 
for these students when attending college. The purpose of the present research is to explore in 
detail what impact the family has on the academic and personal adjustment of first-generation 
college students. With this increased knowledge, higher education institutions could then 
develop interventions that buffer negative effects of strained family relationships for these 
students. College counseling center staff could also pay special attention to the nature of the 
family relationship dynamics for students having problems transitioning to the college 
environment and assist these students in developing ways to work out family conflicts and 
find alternative supports as needed (Kenny & Donaldson, 1992). 
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For this reason, the variable of primary interest in this research project was family 
relationships and how they related to academic and personal adjustment at college for first-
generation students. Specifically, family relationship dynamics will be explored in relation to 
overall college adjustment, academic adjustment, first-year grade point average (GPA), social 
adjustment, and personal-emotional adjustment for first-generation college students. The 
first-generation college student sample selected will be controlled for socio-economic status 
and academic need by utilizing students participating in federally funded college support 
programs designed to serve students who are first in their family to attend college, who meet 
federal low-income guidelines and who have demonstrated academic need. Prior academic 
achievement will be statistically controlled with high school rank. In addition, since 
psychological coping is also known to impact college adjustment (Brooks & DuBois, 1995; 
Daugherty & Lane, 1999; Kerr, 1995; Larose, Robertson, Roy, & Legault, 1998; Wintre & 
Yaffe, 2000; Zea, Jarama, & Bianchi, 1995), hierarchical regression analyses will be used to 
show the effect of the family relationship variable on the adjustment factors for these students 
beyond what is already accounted for by prior academic achievement and psychological 
coping skills. 
Results of this research study could assist higher education institutions in identifying 
interventions that would increase successful adjustment of first-generation college students to 
the higher education environment. By determining the factors that influence adjustment for 
these individuals, it will be possible to design interventions that would help alleviate 
adjustment barriers for them and make it possible for students to improve their level of 
satisfaction and success. These results will also assist higher education institutions in 
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determining the staff and resources that would be most useful to students so that referrals can 
become more effective and efficient. If family relationship issues are found to significantly 
impact college adjustment and performance for first-generation students, then perhaps a 
referral to counseling center staff or another mentoring support staff position to work with the 
family and student would be the most beneficial option for addressing academic and 
adjustment difficulties. 
Family Relationship Variable 
The current research on college student adjustment has explored family dynamics by 
investigating psychological separation, parental attachment, and family cohesion variables. 
The majority of the studies in this area have focused on mostly white students from intact 
two-parent families (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; Hickman, Bartholomae, & McKenry, 
2000; Hoffman, 1984; Hoffman & Weiss, 1987; Kenny, 1987; Kenny & Donaldson, 1992; 
Lopez, Campbell, & Watkins, 1986, 1988, 1989; McCarthy, Moller, & Fouladi, 2001), 
usually volunteers from psychology courses (Cutrona, Cole, Colangelo, Assouline, & Russel, 
1994; Fass & Tubman, 2002; Feenstra, Banyard, Rines, & Hopkins, 2001; Haemmerlie, 
S teen, & Benedicto, 1994; Hickman et al., 2000; Hoffman, 1984; Kemp & Neimeyer, 1999; 
Kenny & Donaldson, 1992; Lapsley, Rice, & Shadid, 1989; Lopez et al., 1986, 1988, 1989; 
Wintre & Sugar, 2000; Wintre & Yaffe, 2000), and often from exclusive private colleges 
(Hoffman, 1984; Kenny & Donaldson, 1991, 1992; Lapsley et al., 1989; Rice, Cole, & 
Lapsley, 1990; Rice, Fitzgerald, Whaley, & Gibbs, 1995). Results are, therefore, limited in 
their generalizability and this research project expands upon the available knowledge in this 
area by including students from a more diverse economic background and family make-up. 
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Current available literature in this field also displays mixed results regarding the impact 
of family dynamics on adjustment variables. This particular study helps to clarify these 
outcomes. Psychological separation measures have shown high conflictual independence 
from parents to be associated with better overall college adjustment (Haemmerlie et al., 1994; 
Kenny & Donaldson, 1992; Protinsky & Gilkey, 1996; Rodriguez & Bernstein, 1995), 
positive personal-emotional adjustment (Haemmerlie et al, 1994; Lapsley et al., 1989; 
Rodriguez & Bernstein, 1995), social adjustment (Lapsley et al., 1989), and higher GPAs and 
self-esteem (Protinsky & Gilkey, 1996). However, in other research, psychological separation 
has been found to have no effect on social adjustment (Rodriguez & Bernstein, 1995), nor 
overall college adjustment (Lopez et al., 1986; Palladino-Schultheiss & Blustein, 1994b; Rice 
et al., 1990) and only upperclass, not first-year students' academic adjustment (Lapsley et al., 
1989). 
Parental attachment measures have found mixed results as well. Some have shown 
secure attachments to be associated with positive self-esteem and lower negative mood 
symptomatology in students (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; Bradford & Lyddon, 1993; Pass 
& Tubman, 2002; Holmbeck & Wandrei, 1993; Kemp & Neimeyer, 1999; Kenny & 
Donaldson, 1991; Kenny & Perez, 1996; McCarthy et al., 2001; Rice et al., 1995), higher 
academic adjustment (Bradford & Lyddon, 1993; Kenny & Donaldson, 1992; Rice et al., 
1995; Rice & Whaley, 1994), successful social adjustment (Bradford & Lyddon, 1993; 
Kalsner & Pistole, 2003; Lapsley & Edgerton, 2002; Rice et al., 1995; Rice & Whaley, 1994), 
and positive personal-emotional adjustment (Bradford & Lyddon, 1993; Kalsner & Pistole, 
2003; Lapsley & Edgerton, 2002; Rice et al., 1995; Rice & Whaley, 1994), while others have 
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found it to be linked to more depression in first-year males (Berman & Sperling, 1991), 
unrelated to overall adjustment for women (Palladino-Schultheiss & Blustein, 1994b), and 
unrelated to GPA for Hispanic undergraduate female students living at home (Pass & 
Tubman, 2002). A meta-analytic review by Rice (1990) reported 15 studies that had higher 
levels of attachment associated with better college adjustment and 9 that had a negative or 
absent relationship to it. 
Lastly, family cohesion research also shows some mixed outcome results. A caring 
parental relationship with good communication was related to social competence 
(Mallinckrodt, 1992; Wintre & Sugar, 2000), self-efficacy (Mallinckrodt, 1992; Strage, 
1998), academic adjustment (Hickman et al., 2000; Wintre & Sugar, 2000) and GPA 
(Cutrona et al., 1994; Strage & Brandt, 1999; Wintre & Sugar, 2000) for students, according 
to some studies. On the other hand, parental relationships or parenting style were found to 
have no affect on GPA, social, or personal-emotional adjustment in one study (Hickman et 
al., 2000) and no affect on overall college adjustment in several studies (Hickman et al., 
2000; Martin, Swartz-Kulstad, & Madson, 1999; Rice et al., 1990; Wintre & Yaffe, 2000). In 
addition, family conflict was found to explain a portion of variance in student adaptation to 
college for a mostly white female student population (Feenstra et al., 2001), but was not 
associated with GPA for first and second-year students at a public university (Cutrona et al., 
1994). For academically at-risk college students, interactions by parents that were 
psychologically controlling were negatively associated with academic adjustment, while 
behavioral control by parents was positively related to social and personal-emotional 
adjustment (Soucy & Larose, 2000). Clearly, further research would be useful in helping to 
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clarify results related to the impact of family relationship dynamics on college student 
adjustment. 
Therefore, the aim of this study was to examine further the influence of family 
relationship dynamics on the GPA, academic, social, personal-emotional, and overall 
adjustment of students who are in college. Specific hypotheses are presented later in this 
introduction. More research on the family relationship variables is discussed in the upcoming 
literature review. Finally, more details on the particular measures to be used for each variable 
in this study are presented in the Methods section. 
First Generation Variable 
Qualitative research studies have indicated the potential for some significant family 
relationship difficulties between first-generation college students and family members at 
home (London, 1989, 1992, 1996; Mitchell, 1997; Olenchak & Hebert, 2002; Terenzini et al., 
1994), but limited research has been conducted on quantitative outcome measures for these 
students. In addition, since the majority of the family relationship outcome studies have not 
included first-generation students (Adams, Ryan, & Keating, 2000; Armsden & Greenberg, 
1987; Cutrona et al., 1994; Feenstra et al., 2001; Hoffman, 1984; Hoffman & Weiss, 1987; 
Kemp & Neimeyer, 1999; Kenny, 1987; Kenny & Donaldson, 1991, 1992; Lapsley et al., 
1989; Lopez et al., 1986, 1988, 1989; Rice et al., 1990; Rice et al., 1995), it is impossible for 
higher education institutions to know whether this variable is an important contributor to the 
success or failure of these students in college. The current study was designed to shed some 
light on this area of inquiry and to identify some important ways that colleges and universities 
could support these first time students in graduating. 
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There is limited research regarding the college experience for first-generation students. 
It is known that these students face more intergenerational family interaction difficulties than 
the average college student (London, 1989, 1992, 1996; Mitchell, 1997; Olenchak & Hebert, 
2002; Terenzini et al., 1994). They tend to have higher attrition rates (Brooks-Terry, 1988; 
Duggan, 2001; Horn, 1998; Thayer, 2000; Warburton, Bugarin, & Nunez, 2001) and to be 
less involved in campus activities (Brooks-Terry, 1988; Duggan, 2001; Gardner, 1996; 
Grayson, 1997; Padron, 1992; Richardson & Skinner, 1992). They are also less confident in 
their academic preparedness (Bui, 2002; Mitchell, 1997; Padron, 1992; Richardson & 
Skinner, 1992; Terenzini et al., 1994; Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996; 
Warburton et al., 2001; Williams & Hellman, 1998). However, research studies show mixed 
results regarding the impact of first-generation status on academic or other college adjustment 
outcomes. First-generation status was not found to significantly contribute to overall college 
adjustment, academic adjustment, or personal-emotional adjustment in two studies (Hertel 
2002; Hickman et al., 2000), but having a parent who did not go to college did decrease the 
level of goal commitment to the institution for first-year students (Hickman et al., 2000). 
Brown and Burkhardt (1999) and Duggan (2001) found no relationship between first-
generation status and GPA for students after their first term in school, while Grayson (1997) 
showed that students who had a parent who went to college had higher GPAs than first-
generation students. Less time spent on campus by first-generation students may have 
indirectly explained this difference since increased time on campus did increase GPA. 
Building a sense of connection to the university and its instructors was found to be an 
important contributor to academic performance for first-generation students in two studies 
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(Strage, 1999; Ting, 1998), but no difference in academic adjustment to college was noted 
between first-generation and other students (Hertel, 2002; Hickman, 2000; Strage, 1999). 
However, Hickman (2000) and Strage (1999) found no differences in social adjustment 
between first-generation and second-generation students, while Bui (2002) reported first-
generation students felt less comfortable with the social environment of college and Hertel 
(2002) reported significantly less social adjustment compared to second-generation students. 
In addition, Bartels (1995) and Terenzini et al. (1996) indicated that first-generation students 
perceived lower support for college from their families than did other students. Contrary to 
what was expected, though, Bartels (1995) found this lowered sense of support experienced 
by first-generation students did not appear to influence college adjustment. Despite this, even 
with academic preparation controlled, first-generation status was still found to contribute 
significantly to whether students stayed in school and obtained their degrees (Warburton et 
al., 2001). Therefore, it becomes obvious that first-generation status is an important variable 
to consider when investigating the college adjustment and success rates of college students. 
In order to add to the literature on first-generation students and provide clarification on 
the limited outcome results to date, this research project focused on quantitative college 
adjustment outcomes for the first-generation student population. In addition, it expanded 
upon the current research available regarding the impact of family relationship dynamics on 
college adjustment by including this particular student group. Student adjustment outcomes 
included not only academic ones, but social and emotional ones as well in order to get a 
better picture of what types of difficulties are most influenced by the family variable for these 
students. Later in the review of literature section of this paper more information is provided 
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regarding research on first-generation students and the Methods section includes further 
details about the specific adjustment measures used in this study. 
Prior Academic Achievement and Psychological Coping Variables 
Previous research studies have already demonstrated that prior achievement and 
psychological coping are important factors in adjustment outcomes for college students. Prior 
academic achievement and classroom involvement were the best predictors of academic skill 
development in a study by Terenzini, Theophilides, and Lorang (1984). Prior academic 
achievement (Cutrona et al., 1994; Pass & Tubman, 2002) and even perceived ability 
(Williams & Hellman, 1998) were significantly correlated with GPA. Two other studies also 
demonstrated the impact of academic achievement and psychological coping on college 
performance. With academic-achievement controlled, emotional reactions still explained part 
of the variance in GPA for one study (Larose et al., 1998) and college academic and socio-
emotional adjustment were influenced by both emotional stability and prior academic 
performance in another (Brooks & DuBois, 1995). At an all male military college, emotional 
stress at the beginning of college was associated with attrition for first-year students even 
after taking into account academic achievement (Daugherty & Lane, 1999). Similarly, mood 
at the beginning of the year was associated with end-of-year adjustment for university 
students and social and emotional well-being were better predictors of retention than were 
grades for them (Stevens & Walker, 1996). In fact, psychological well-being was the most 
important contributor to overall college adjustment for a largely female college population 
from a Canadian commuter university (Wintre & Yaffe, 2000). Student coping style 
contributed significant variance to overall adaptation to college (Feenstra et al., 2001) and an 
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active coping style was also effective in improving retention (Zea et al., 1995). For first-
generation college students, prior achievement contributed to the variance in GPA for the 
first semester (Ting, 1998) and high school preparation for college significantly narrowed the 
success gap between these students and their peers (Warburton et al., 2001). 
Because prior academic achievement and psychological coping factors do impact 
college adjustment, it is impossible to get an accurate picture of what contribution a family 
relationship variable has on this outcome without first controlling for these. For that reason, 
the present study utilized hierarchical regression analyses with prior achievement and 
psychological coping partialed out in order to determine whether family relationship 
dynamics provide a significant contribution to college adjustment measures for first-
generation college students. Further research regarding these control variables is found in the 
review of literature section of this paper and details regarding the measures to be used for 
each variable is in the Methods section. 
Hypotheses of Study 
The purpose of the present research was to explore family relationship dynamics as they 
relate to college adjustment variables for first-generation college students. Previous research 
has shown inconclusive results with traditional student populations. Some studies found a 
positive association between family dynamics and college adjustment (Armsden & 
Greenberg, 1987; Bradford & Lyddon, 1993; Feenstra et al., 2001; Haemmerlie et al., 1994; 
Kalsner & Pistole, 2003; Kemp & Neimeyer, 1999; Kenny & Donaldson, 1991, 1992; Kenny 
& Perez, 1996; Lapsley & Edgerton, 2002; Mallinckrodt, 1992; McCarthy et al., 2001; 
Protinsky & Gilkey, 1996; Rice et al., 1995; Rice & Whaley, 1994; Strage, 1998; Strage & 
Brandt, 1999), while others showed no relationship or a negative one (Berman & Sperling, 
1991; Fass & Tubman, 2002; Lopez et al., 1986; Palladino-Schultheiss & Blustein, 1994b; 
Rice et al., 1990). The current study focused on college adjustment factors as the outcome 
variable in an attempt to provide further clarification about the relationship between family 
relationship dynamics and college adjustment. The first set of hypotheses for this research 
investigation included: 
Hypothesis 1. There will be a significant and positive relationship between family 
relationship dynamics and first-generation college students': (a) overall college 
adjustment, (b) academic adjustment, (c) GPA, (d) social adjustment, and (e) 
personal-emotional adjustment. 
For the next set of hypotheses, a control factor that could confound the effect of family 
relationship dynamics on adjustment measures was considered. College adjustment is clearly 
impacted by previous academic achievement. Since achievement or past performance has 
been shown to correlate with future performance and adjustment (Brooks & DuBois, 1995; 
Cutrona et al., 1994; Fass & Tubman, 2002; Larose et al., 1998; Ting, 1998), studies wanting 
to test for unique contributions of other variables on performance and adjustment must first 
control for prior achievement. Research that has partialed out a previous performance or 
achievement variable, has shown that family environment factors still contribute to 
anticipated GPA, mental health symptoms, personal-emotional adjustment and academic 
adjustment over and above prior achievement (Brooks & DuBois, 1995). Therefore, with 
prior academic achievement controlled, the following hypotheses were proposed: 
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Hypothesis 2. Family relationship dynamics will have a significant main effect, 
beyond prior academic achievement, in explaining for first-generation college 
students the variance in: (a) overall college adjustment, (b) academic adjustment, (c) 
GPA, (d) social adjustment, and (e) personal-emotional adjustment. 
Psychological coping and emotional response to stress has been identified as yet 
another significant variable affecting college student adjustment. Emotional reactions and 
stability have been associated with GPA performance (Larose et al., 1998), mental health 
symptoms, and personal-emotional adjustment for the college student population (Brooks & 
DuBois, 1995). It has also been shown to contribute additional variance beyond intellectual 
predictors to the prediction of mental health symptomatology for this population (Brooks & 
DuBois, 1995). Mood state at the beginning of the year was associated with first-year college 
adjustment (Stevens & Walker, 1996) as well as attrition (Daugherty & Lane, 1999) and 9% 
of the variance in academic development was explained by emotional and mental health 
variables alone (Kerr, 1995). Psychosocial competence and coping significantly predicted 
adaptation to college (Feenstra et al., 2001; Wintre & Yaffe, 2000; Zea et al., 1995). For this 
reason, psychological coping was another variable that had to be controlled in order to 
provide an accurate picture of the effect that family relationship dynamics had on college 
adjustment. This lead to an additional set of hypotheses tested in this study to explain more 
fully the variables affecting college adjustment for first-generation college students. They 
included the following: 
Hypothesis 3. Psychological coping will have a significant main effect, beyond prior 
academic achievement, in explaining for first-generation college students the variance 
in: (a) overall college adjustment, (b) academic adjustment, (c) GPA, (d) social 
adjustment, and (e) personal-emotional adjustment. 
Finally, one of the principal objectives of the present study was to determine how 
family relationship interaction variables could further expand upon what is already known 
about college adjustment for first-generation college students. College adjustment has been 
found to be associated with family relationship dynamics (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; 
Bradford & Lyddon, 1993; Feenstra et al., 2001 ; Haemmerlie et al., 1994; Kalsner & Pistole, 
2003; Kemp & Neimeyer, 1999; Kenny & Donaldson, 1991, 1992; Kenny & Perez, 1996; 
Lapsley & Edgerton, 2002; Lapsley et al., 1989; Mallinckrodt, 1992; Protinsky & Gilkey, 
1996; Rice et al., 1995; Rice & Whaley, 1994; Strage, 1998; Strage & Brandt, 1999; Wintre 
& Sugar, 2000) and psychological coping (Brooks & DuBois, 1995; Feenstra et al., 2001; 
Kerr, 1995; Larose et al, 1998; Stevens & Walker, 1996; Wintre & Yaffe, 2000; Zea et al., 
1995). In addition, studies have shown that family relationship dynamics impact the 
adjustment of college students even with prior academic achievement controlled (Brooks & 
DuBois, 1995; Cutrona et al., 1994) and another found family dynamics to be associated with 
adaptation to college even after factoring out individual student coping (Feenstra et al., 
2001). 
For students from dysfunctional family environments, such as children from alcoholic 
homes, this adjustment difficulty was even greater and steps needed to be taken to assist them 
in making a successful transition. They scored significantly lower on academic, personal-
emotional, and overall college adjustment compared to other first-year students (Garbarino & 
Strange, 1993). These volunteers were recruited from university psychology classes with 
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comparative numbers in two groups, separated by whether a parental drinking problem 
existed in the home. Lack of support and understanding in the home environment appears to 
be key. Thirty-one percent of the explained variance in overall college adjustment for 
students from divorced families was attributed to indifference, lack of caring, and lack of 
support for autonomy by the parents (Weiner, Harlow, Adams, & Grebstein, 1995). In 
addition, interpersonal and family stress, mental health stability, and racial identity have all 
been found to explain academic development. Higher stress was associated with lower 
adjustment scores (Kerr, 1995). It may be reasonable to anticipate, then, that family 
relationship dynamics may affect college adjustment even with psychological coping 
controlled. The interest for this research project was in discovering whether family 
relationship dynamics would contribute additional variance in college adjustment beyond the 
variables already known to affect adjustment. Therefore, it was worthwhile to propose one 
further set of hypotheses below: 
Hypothesis 4. Family relationship dynamics will have a significant main effect 
beyond academic achievement and psychological coping in explaining the variance 
for first-generation college students in: (a) overall college adjustment, (b) academic 
adjustment, (c) GPA, (d) social adjustment, and (e) personal-emotional adjustment. 
Summary 
Family relationship variables that have been previously studied include psychological 
separation, parental attachment and family cohesion. Family relationship dynamics have been 
found to be associated with academic adjustment (Hoffman, 1984; Kenny & Donaldson, 
1992; Rice et al., 1995; Rice & Whaley, 1994; Wintre & Sugar, 2000), GPA (Brooks & 
DuBois, 1995; Cutrona et al., 1994; Soucy & Larose, 2000; Wintre & Sugar, 2000), social 
adjustment (Brooks & DuBois, 1995; Kalsner & Pistole, 2003; Kenny & Donaldson, 1991; 
Lapsley & Edgerton, 2002; Mallinckrodt, 1992; Rice et al., 1995; Rice & Whaley, 1994; 
Soucy & Larose, 2000; Wintre & Sugar, 2000), personal-emotional adjustment and mental 
health symptoms (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; Bradford & Lyddon, 1993; Hoffman & 
Weiss, 1987; Holmbeck & Wandrei, 1993; Kalsner & Pistole, 2003; Kemp & Neimeyer, 
1999; Kenny & Donaldson, 1991,1992; Kenny & Perez, 1996; Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 
Larsen, & Jacobs, 1997; Lapsley & Edgerton, 2002; Lopez et al., 1989; Nelson, Hughes, 
Handal, Katz, & Searight,1993; Rice et al., 1995; Rice & Whaley, 1994; Soucy & Larose, 
2000; Weiner et al., 1995), overall adjustment (Feenstra et al., 2001; Haemmerlie et al., 
1994), and identity development (Adams et al., 2000; Grotevant & Cooper, 1985; Lopez, 
Watkins, Manus, & Hunton-Shoup, 1992; Ossenfort, 1998; Palladino-Schultheiss & Blustein, 
1994a) of college students. While research regarding identity development has consistently 
been found to be associated with family relationship variables, studies involving college 
adjustment factors and family relationships have had mixed results. Several found no 
relationship between family dynamics and college adjustment (Bartels, 1995; Fass & 
Tubman, 2002; Lopez et al., 1986; Martin et al., 1999; Rice et al., 1990) and in Rice's (1990) 
meta-analytic review, 15 research investigations indicated a relationship between college 
adjustment and family variables, while 9 did not. Obviously, further investigation is needed. 
In addition, to date, the majority of studies regarding family relationships and college 
adjustment have included only students from Caucasian, intact, two-parent, middle-class, 
college-educated families (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; Kenny, 1987, 1990; Kenny & 
Donaldson, 1991, 1992; Perosa, Perosa, & Tarn, 1996; Protinsky & Gilkey, 1996; Rice et al., 
1995). 
The inconclusive results and restrictive student samples from these previous research 
studies on family relationship dynamics and college student adjustment were the basis for the 
present project. This current study was designed to expand upon the available knowledge in 
this area by focusing on first-generation students' college adjustment as it related to family 
relationship dynamics. Plus, since family income relates to the stress experienced by students 
attempting to obtain their college degree (Ting, 1998; Bui, 2002) and is negatively associated 
with college adjustment and retention variables (Brooks & DuBois, 1995; Ottinger, 1991; 
Richardson & Skinner, 1992; Thayer, 2000), an adequate understanding of family 
relationship outcomes for students requires taking this into consideration as well. Therefore 
in this study, first-generation and socio-economic status were controlled by utilizing student 
samples from programs serving first-generation college students who were from 
economically disadvantaged families. In addition, statistical controls were utilized in this 
hierarchical regression research for prior academic achievement and psychological coping 
variables since these may have a confounding impact on the college adjustment outcome 
variables of interest. 
This research study was conducted in order to expand upon the current available 
literature regarding the affect that family relationship variables have on the college 
adjustment of students. The specific focus was on gaining additional knowledge about this 
impact in relation to students whose specific family experiences have not typically involved 
higher education attendance. With the information gained from this research investigation, 
perhaps higher education personnel will be better equipped to provide interventions and 
supports to first-generation students that will allow them to increase their academic and 
personal satisfaction with their college experience. Knowledge that family stressors may be 
interfering with successful adaptation to the college environment for these students could 
allow college counseling staff to assist them in learning how to handle these interpersonal 
conflicts, and to cope with resulting emotions, so that increased adjustment to the academic, 
social, and emotional rigors of the college experience occurs. This improved adjustment, in 
turn, will hopefully increase first-generation students' graduation and retention rates as well. 
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REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
This review of literature is organized with a separate section for each of the major 
variables of interest used in the study. Each section includes a description of the variable. 
Next follows a review of the research studies using the variable with college adjustment 
measures relating to areas of academic, social, and personal-emotional adjustment as 
outcomes. Information addressing methodological issues, findings and resulting implications 
is provided. The first variable covered is family relationship dynamics, then first generation 
student status and finally students' prior academic achievement and psychological coping. 
Family Relationship Variable 
Family systems research supports the idea that there is mutual influence between 
members in a family and that, in turn, impacts the family system as a whole. Moos and Moos 
(1994) described a model of family functioning whereby the adjustment and functioning of 
each family member shows an influence upon one another. Each family member's level of 
coping, personal characteristics and ability to adapt to situations affects the quality of the 
family environment and the family relationships. The family climate is influenced by the 
children's level of coping and adjustment, the parent's level of coping and adjustment, as 
well as the stressors and resources pulled from outside the family in areas such as work or 
school. The type of family environment, itself, plays a role in any family outcomes as well. 
For instance, a supportive cohesive family environment positively influences the level of 
functioning and adaptation of family members and also plays a role in reducing perceived 
environmental stressors and increasing social resources used. Therefore, a positive supportive 
family environment enhances effective coping with internal and external crisis situations that 
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families experience, such as a transition to an unfamiliar environment. Going off to college 
for families of first-generation college students is just such an event. For this reason, the 
college adjustment of first-generation students is likely to be affected by the dynamics in their 
family relationships. Exploring this impact could provide vital information to higher 
education professionals attempting to ease this transitional process. 
To date, the current research regarding college adjustment and family relationships has 
focused on three main ways of measuring family dynamics. These include studies looking at 
students' psychological separation from parents, students' attachment to their parents, and 
students' overall family cohesiveness. Below is a review of the literature for these areas. 
Psychological Separation 
Description. Psychological separation is a term used to represent the idea that young 
adults go through a separation process during healthy development whereby they begin to 
take on more of their own identity and to let go of parental dependencies (Bios, 1979). 
Hoffman (1984) developed the Psychological Separation Inventory (PSI) to measure this 
construct with emphasis placed in four areas: functional independence, attitudinal 
independence, emotional independence, and conflictual independence. Functional 
independence means being able to manage practical matters for oneself. Attitudinal 
independence is having one's own attitudes, values, and beliefs. Emotional independence 
relates to being less dependent on emotional closeness with parents and conflictual 
independence is the freedom from anxiety, guilt, and resentment in relationship interactions 
with parents. 
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Review of research studies. Studies using the PSI with college students have looked at 
academic, social, and emotional adjustment outcomes as well as psychological coping 
symptomatology for students. The majority of the research in this field has consisted of 
students from intact two-parent families, which limits its generalizability (Hoffman, 1984; 
Hoffman & Weiss, 1987; Kenny & Donaldson, 1992; Lopez et al., 1986, 1988, 1989). Men 
have been consistently found to score higher in psychological separation than women 
(Lapsley et al., 1989; Lopez et al., 1986, 1989; Rodriguez & Bernstein, 1995). Greater 
conflictual dependence of students on either parent has been associated with more emotional 
problems being reported by the student (Hoffman & Weiss, 1987) as well as greater levels of 
depression (Lopez et al., 1989) and alcohol use (Haemmerlie et al., 1994). Hoffman and 
Weiss (1987) used a large random sample of undergraduate students in their study, while the 
other studies gathered volunteers from psychology courses to complete surveys. 
Significant findings have occurred for other areas of college adjustment as well. High 
conflictual independence was associated with better overall adjustment on the Student 
Adaptation to College Questionnaire (SACQ) and was significantly related to positive 
personal-emotional adjustment (Haemmerlie et al., 1994; Rodriguez & Bernstein, 1995). 
More freedom from parental conflicts also was associated with higher academic scores. 
However, social adjustment was not related to PSI scores (Rodriguez & Bernstein, 1995). 
This latter multiple regression study consisted of a large sample of Chicano/Latino students 
from schools across the U.S. In yet another study using an all white female sample from a 
private college, increased personal authority and independence were found to contribute 25% 
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of the explained variance in overall college adjustment along with higher GPAs, self-esteem, 
and better health (Protinsky & Gilkey, 1996). 
In contrast to the above results, other studies have found no positive correlation 
between psychological separation or independence and college adjustment (Lopez et al., 
1986; Rice et al., 1990) and still others have found mixed results. For first-year students, 
academic adjustment was not predicted by psychological separation variables, but 14% of 
personal-emotional adjustment was. For upperclassmen, psychological separation accounted 
for 23% of the variance for academic adjustment, while social and personal-emotional 
adjustment was only predicted by relationships with mother (Lapsley et al., 1989). Greater 
attitudinal similarity with parents was related to better personal-emotional adjustment, more 
emotional independence from parents was associated with better academic adjustment, and 
greater conflictual independence led to improved romantic relationships (Hoffman, 1984). 
Three of these studies consisted of undergraduate student samples from exclusive private 
upper-middle class schools (Hoffman, 1984; Lapsley et al., 1989; Rice et al., 1990), while 
Lopez et al. (1986) included a small sample size. Further research is needed to verify these 
inconclusive results. 
Students who go to college generally have the opportunity to establish their identities 
and to become more aware of who they are. Identity results from a student's exploration and 
eventual establishment of a set of individual values. A process of questioning and anxiety 
occurs as students evaluate or change the value set with which they initially entered college 
(Newman & Newman, 1978). The educational environment as well as family environment 
accentuates or retards this growth process. Students learn to confront and establish their 
identities through participation in the campus environment and through interpersonal 
interactions and class curriculums. This process also reflects upon their college experience 
(Johnson, 1997). Students who are more likely to successfully achieve their own identity 
status come from family environments where individuals were allowed enough independence 
and flexibility in boundaries to explore and grow, according to a large female sample (Perosa 
et al., 1996). In another study utilizing a rather small number of high school seniors, it was 
found that for females, healthy communication that reflected connectedness and support as 
well as separation independence from both parents facilitated identity exploration. For males, 
on the other hand, this communication dynamic was important only with their fathers 
(Grotevant & Cooper, 1985). Conflictual independence from both parents, mood regulation, 
and self-efficacy also determined identity for women, while for men, only conflictual 
independence from father, mood regulation and self-efficacy were important (Lopez et al., 
1992). The sample from this study consisted of a large number of college students from intact 
two-parent families recruited from psychology courses. 
When looking at vocational identity, conflictual independence from the opposite-sex 
parent was the best predictor for this variable in both men and women volunteer students 
from intact two-parent families. Interestingly, academic performance and anxiety also 
contributed significantly to vocational identity, though for women academic adjustment 
contributed twice as much as for men. Academic difficulties obviously play a factor in 
whether students see themselves fitting into their chosen career field (Lopez, 1989) and it was 
commitment, motivation, determination, goals and ability rather than external environmental 
conditions that made the difference in vocational identity development three years following 
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graduation for a large sample of university students in a longitudinal study (Schmidt & Hunt, 
1994). Thus, psychological separation factors have been shown to be a player in both the 
individual identity and career development outcomes for college students. 
Parental Attachment 
Description and theory. Parental attachment is the second commonly used measure of 
family relationships found in college adjustment investigations. Attachment refers to the 
lifelong affectional bond between a trusted adult authority figure and a child (Ainsworth, 
Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978). Attachment theory suggests that it is an essential biological 
response for an infant to become attached to a primary caregiver and that the influence of 
these established bonds last a lifetime. A child's development and relationship interactions 
throughout life can be traced to the child's internally constructed expectations about whether 
individual needs will be met through the accessibility and responsiveness of a caregiver. 
Caregiver interactions during infancy establish the child's internal world view which is used 
to interpret interactions later in life as well. Future emotional reactions and adjustment can be 
determined based on whether a child had a secure or insecure attachment bond with a 
caretaker in infancy (Bowlby, 1977). 
In order to measure these attachment bonds, Ainsworth et al. (1978) developed a 
standardized laboratory procedure called the "strange situation" that classified infants into 
three categories based on their behavior patterns towards a primary caregiver before, during, 
and after separation experiences. Infants who were securely attached displayed exploration in 
the presence of the caregiver, distress when separated, and sought contact during reunion. 
Anxiously attached infants showed anxiety in the presence of the caregiver, intense distress 
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during separation, and ambivalence during the reunion period. Avoidantly attached infants 
disliked physical contact, did not cry during separation, and ignored the caretaker during the 
reunion time. Secure attachments were found to lead to better social and intellectual 
adjustment for children during early childhood. 
The impact of children's attachment to parents has also been explored more recently 
with adolescents and even college-age young adults. Attachment has been found to be an 
important variable in assisting with adjustment even for those who have left home. Having a 
secure base to count on for support, while exploring new domains and transitional situations, 
has been important in improving coping and adjustment levels (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; 
Bradford & Lyddon, 1993). 
Review of research studies. In a study of undergraduate students from intact two-parent 
families attending a western university, the quality of parental attachment was found to 
account for significant variance in student self-esteem, life satisfaction, depression, anxiety, 
and resentment. Current perceptions of familial attachment indicated that students who had 
high levels of secure attachment responded to life stresses with less symptomatology, 
experienced higher self-esteem, and had more satisfying communication patterns (Armsden 
& Greenberg, 1987). Similar findings between attachment and self-esteem and depression or 
anxiety symptoms were shown for first-year students enrolled in introductory psychology 
courses at an urban university. These students were mostly Caucasian, but did come from a 
more diversified socio-economic and parental living situation (Holmbeck & Wandrei, 1993). 
Parental attachment for upper level students from intact two-parent families at a southwestern 
university was also found to explain a significant portion of the variance in emotional 
functioning and perceived stress. Higher levels of attachment was associated with greater 
ability to regulate negative mood and lower perceived stress (McCarthy et al., 2001). Though 
limited by the general self-report method used to identify attachment groups, another study 
also found secure attachment to be associated with less psychological distress following the 
experience of a stressful event for mostly white college students from introductory 
psychology courses (Kemp & Neimeyer, 1999). However, parental attachment at the 
beginning of the semester was associated with increased end-of-the semester depression 
scores for freshmen males, though not female students, at an East Coast university. 
Attachment to mother was greater for women than men and showed no change over time for 
women, while it decreased for men (Berman & Sperling, 1991). First-year women at a private 
Catholic university were also found to be more attached to parents than men and higher 
attachment related to increased confidence in social competence and higher psychological 
well-being (Kenny & Donaldson, 1991). For primarily white women at a small commuter 
university in Canada (Lapsley & Edgerton, 2002) and for an ethnically diverse undergraduate 
sample at a medical inner city university in the North East (Kalsner & Pistole, 2003), secure 
attachment was positively associated with social and personal-emotional adjustment. 
Even with an ethnically diverse and socio-economically disadvantaged student sample, 
72% of who were first-generation students and 48% were from non-intact families, 
adjustment mood symptomatology was related to quality of attachment. Attachment for this 
study referred to any family member considered a primary support system and not necessarily 
biological parents as it had for the other intact two-parent family studies. First-year students 
who described positive attachment relationships and who received encouragement for their 
independence, had lower psychological distress symptoms. Being a source of general support 
was not found to be significant to well-being, but rather, positive support for autonomy was 
key. This validates some of the qualitative research findings regarding the conflicts and 
struggles first-generation students often encounter when trying to take an independent path 
from what their parents know (Kenny & Perez, 1996). 
Controlling for gender, ethnicity, marital status of parents, and romantic relationship 
satisfaction, Bradford and Lyddon (1993) found current parental attachment to account for 
24% of variation in psychological distress for a large group of undergraduate students at a 
public university. Attachment accounted for 17% of the variance in academic adjustment, 
15% in social adjustment, and 18% in personal-emotional adjustment scores in a study using 
the SACQ. Attachment to mother was most important for social adjustment, but attachment 
to both parents contributed to academic and personal-emotional adjustment for sophomores 
at another public university (Rice & Whaley, 1994). While self-esteem was found to be 
associated with secure attachment for a large sample of mostly female Hispanic 
undergraduate students taking psychology classes at an urban university, self-report GPA was 
not related to attachment. However, self-perceived academic competence was related to 
attachment and this, in turn, was related to GPA (Pass & Tubman, 2002). Therefore, 
attachment may indirectly impact GPA of college students. Rice (1990) also performed a 
meta-analytic review with attachment and adjustment variables. Findings revealed consistent 
positive associations between attachment and social competence, interpersonal skills, life 
satisfaction, emotional adjustment, and assertiveness. For college adjustment, however, 
inconsistent results were evident. Fifteen studies showed higher levels of attachment were 
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associated with better college adjustment, while nine showed a negative or no relationship 
between these variables. Again, further research is obviously warranted to clarify the 
discrepancies in college adjustment outcome results using parental attachment as the family 
relationship variable, just as was the case with the psychological separation measure. 
Psychological Separation and Parental Attachment Combined 
Another avenue that researchers have taken to help explain the impact of family 
relationship influences on adjustment outcomes is to use both the parental attachment and 
psychological separation variables together when exploring college adjustment. In general, 
securely attached students were found to do better academically, socially, and to have fewer 
mental health symptoms. They also had higher conflictual independence and lower separation 
anxiety scores than did insecurely attached students who struggled to manage academic, 
personal, and social challenges. The securely attached students, however, actually scored 
lower on independence from parents. Since their relationships were free from conflict and 
resentment, they apparently also were more supportive. This, potentially, explains why these 
students scored higher in academic and emotional adjustment (Rice et al., 1995). Caution 
must be used in generalizing this cross-sectional study of first-year, upper-class, white 
students from a small private university. In addition, the insecurely attached group used in 
this MANOVA analysis was quite small. 
Mixed results continue to appear even in this combined research domain. One study 
showed that first-year women at a private Catholic college who had positive parental 
attachment and who were free of conflictual dependence adapted academically and personally 
to college. Conflicted student-parent relationships were the strongest predictors of college 
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adjustment problems (Kenny & Donaldson, 1992). However, another study utilizing a sample 
from a state university found neither psychological separation nor parental attachment to be 
related to college adjustment for women, and for men only conflictual independence was 
associated with greater adjustment. The opposite was found when college student 
development was used as the outcome variable. Neither psychological separation nor 
attachment was associated with student development for men, but both were positively 
related to it for women. And yet, for both men and women, college student development was 
associated with college adjustment (Palladino-Schultheiss & Blustein, 1994b). 
With identity development as the outcome variable, parental attachment and conflictual 
independence were significantly associated with identity status development for women. For 
men, the psychological separation variables were much more important than was attachment 
for determining identity status (Palladino-Schultheiss & Blustein, 1994a). The family 
dynamic, not structure, apparently is the important factor. Students from divorced families 
scored no differently in the emotional autonomy score based on Chickering's (1965) 
Developing Autonomy vector than those from intact two-parent or re-married families (Heyer 
& Nelson, 1993). It should be noted that the divorced sample was small, especially in 
comparison to the large number from intact families, and all participants were upper class 
students from the same university. No differences were found between identity achievement 
and family cohesion across ethnic groups either. Family adaptability was significant in 
predicting identity for all groups (Ossenfort, 1998). 
Career identity development has also been investigated using psychological separation 
and parental attachment variables. A combination of attachment and conflictual independence 
predicted progress towards career commitment for both men and women. However, neither 
psychological separation nor parental attachment alone were predictive of career decision 
making (Blustein, Walbridge, Friedlander, & Palladino, 1991). 
Family Cohesion 
Description and theory. The third measure of family relationship dynamics used in 
college adjustment research is family cohesion. Moos and Moos (1994) defined family 
cohesion as "the degree of commitment, help, and support family members provide for one 
another" (p. 1). Healthy family environments play a significant role in assisting young adults 
to learn and grow. Students often need support at times of transition so that the goal of 
gaining independence during this time is not necessarily a good immediate task. Rather, the 
focus needs to be on re-negotiating the parent-child relationship so that proper balance 
between support and independence is achieved within the family context. This is what is 
required for optimal growth. The goal for young adults is to find a way to be emotionally 
connected to parents for caring and support without sacrificing their own identity and 
individuality. This struggle for a balance can lead to increased anxiety for all family members 
and can result in family conflict (Oles & Bronstein, 1989). Families already high in conflict 
due to marital difficulties are likely to have trouble with and high conflict and anxiety over 
parent-child separation issues. Families that are free of highly dysfunctional interactions have 
lower conflict over separation and family environments more conducive to growth (Lopez et 
al., 1988). 
Parenting style is one measure used for identifying healthy family environments and 
parent-child interactions. Baumrind (1967) identified three types of parenting styles based on 
the degree of parental control and emotional responsiveness to the child. Families with an 
authoritative parenting style provided high levels of emotional support, open communication, 
and appropriately recognized child autonomy. Families with an authoritarian parenting style 
were demanding, restrictive, and controlling. The permissive parenting style allowed for 
excessive child autonomy with little direction or limit setting (Baumrind, 1967). Research 
based on these definitions have consistently found that children from authoritative families 
do better academically and socially compared to other children (Strage & Brandt, 1999). 
Review of research studies. Family environment dynamics do affect mood state for 
students. The following studies involved volunteer college student samples recruited from 
university psychology classes. Students who scored lower in family cohesion were more 
likely to be depressed (Langhinrichsen-Rohling et al., 1997; Lopez et al., 1989) and scored 
higher in social anxiety (Langhinrichsen-Rohling et al., 1997). There was more conflict 
regarding separation, marital conflict, and increased parental involvement in the student's life 
(Lopez et al., 1989). Student perceptions regarding how the family was handling the student's 
separation from the family was important. If family conflict and lack of positive parent-child 
feelings were felt, then students experienced greater psychiatric symptoms and scored lower 
on ego identity status. This relationship held regardless of whether the family unit was an 
intact two-parent family or not (Nelson et al., 1993). 
Even a random sample of 294 university students revealed the power of family 
influence on the lives of students. In this longitudinal two-year study, an open, 
communicative, warm and supportive family environment was found to facilitate identity 
development (Adams et al., 2000). Though parenting styles did not contribute to college 
adjustment, open and reciprocal communication was found to positively contribute to college 
adaptation for males (Wintre & Yaffe, 2000). However, this study consisted of a diverse 
group of commuter students in Canada with the majority being females who were living at 
home. For the females in this group, the parenting variable contributing to college adaptation 
was discussions with parents as opposed to the communication style (Wintre & Yaffe, 2000). 
A similar longitudinal study found that open and reciprocal communication did account for 
significant contributions to female college students' college adjustment and 14% of the 
variance in their GPA (Wintre & Sugar, 2000). However, for male students only social and 
personal-emotional adjustment were associated with this variable, not academic adjustment 
or GPA. Parental support, especially in the form of parental communications that expressed 
belief in the student's competence and worth, was associated with higher grade point 
averages for first and second year students at a public university. Prior academic achievement 
accounted for 13% of the variability in GPA with parental support an additional 5%. Neither 
support of friends nor family conflict were associated with GPA for these students and no 
gender differences were found for these results (Cutrona et al., 1994). However, the absence 
of family conflict was associated with adaptation to college for 140 first-year white female 
students in an introductory psychology course at a New England university, even with 
individual student coping partialed out. Since the sample used consisted of volunteers from 
an introductory psychology course who were 75% female and from a predominantly white 
university, these results are somewhat limited (Feenstra et al., 2001). When family 
relationship interactions were typically positive and encouraging of the student's 
independence, then students reported seeking out parental help in times of stress (Kenny, 
1987). These were first-year, mostly Caucasian, students from intact two-parent families. 
Additionally, a caring parental relationship was related to student social competencies and 
general self-efficacy for a largely female sample at a mid-western university (Mallinckrodt, 
1992). However, for first-year students at a college in the north-central United States, 
parental support was not found to be a significant contributor to social, personal-emotional, 
or academic adjustment. Students were asked to provide a self-report regarding adjustment 
three-quarters of the way through their first semester of college (Martin et al., 1999). 
Parenting style has been used in research to identify the autonomy encouragement 
mentioned in family cohesion studies. A parenting style where limits and boundaries were set 
and recognition of the child's need for support and independence established was consistently 
found to predict competence from early childhood and beyond. Decreased problem behaviors 
were also associated with this parenting style (Darling, 1999). Parenting style plays a role in 
predicting adjustment for college students as well, regardless of whether they are still living 
in the home. Families that emphasized this supportive autonomy granting style had students 
with clearer professional goals, higher confidence, a more positive sense of self, and an 
ability to control their lives (Strage, 1998). Though caution is needed when interpreting this 
self-report data, the regression analyses consistently indicated that a positive family 
relationship was associated with a positive academic disposition. An authoritative parenting 
style was also found to contribute to better academic adjustment for first-year students at a 
mid-western university. However, overall college adjustment, social adjustment, GPA, and 
personal-emotional adjustment were not significantly related to this family relationship 
variable. Again, the research was limited in that it consisted of self-report data from a student 
sample consisting of volunteers from an introductory psychology course. They were mostly 
white females from intact two-parent families (Hickman et al., 2000). In addition, the only 
direct impact of parenting style for this college population was on females' GPA. Maternal 
authoritarianism was negatively associated with GPA for the 292 females in introductory 
psychology courses at a Canadian commuter university (Wintre & Yaffe, 2000), while 
paternal authoritative parenting style was negatively associated with 299 female students' 
academic adjustment at this university. Authoritative parenting was not associated with the 
116 male students' college adjustment in the first study (Wintre & Yaffe, 2000) nor the 120 
male students' college adjustment in the second study at all (Wintre & Sugar, 2000). 
However, authoritarianism was negatively associated with personal-emotional adjustment for 
males and females and social adjustment was negatively associated with permissive parenting 
for female students (Wintre & Sugar, 2000). Psychological control by parents rather than an 
autonomy granting stance was associated negatively with academic adjustment for 
academically at-risk students from intact two-parent families who were living at home while 
attending college in Quebec. Behavioral control by father in this hierarchical regression 
analysis, however, was positively associated with social and institutional adjustment for these 
students (Soucy & Larose, 2000). In another study with predominantly female juniors and 
seniors from a commuter university in California, students were also found to be more 
successful in college with higher GPAs and with more positive feelings relating to school and 
their professors if they had supportive family relationships (Strage & Brandt, 1999). This 
finding was the same across ethnic groups (Strage, 1998; Strage & Brandt, 1999). The quality 
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of parental relationships was predictive of the self-regulated learning behaviors and attitudes 
necessary for positive college adjustment (Strage, 1998; Strage & Brandt, 1999). 
Positive feelings regarding the separation process seems to be primary. Positive 
separation interactions had a large effect on college adjustment, while family cohesion and 
independence from parents was found to have no significant direct impact. To facilitate 
student adjustment, assisting to resolve feelings related to separation could be vital (Rice et 
al., 1990). Ultimately, parents provided a stress buffer for young adults transitioning to 
college as well as advice and support in decision making (Kenny, 1990). Parent involvement 
in promoting student autonomy along with moderate levels of support were the crucial 
components to facilitating student achievement (Baker & Soden, 1998). 
Family cohesion studies continue to provide an inconsistent picture regarding the 
significant direct effect on college student adjustment of family relationship variables. The 
current research project aimed to provide additional data to help clarify the impact of family 
relationship dynamics on college adjustment with other contributing factors taken into 
consideration. This study also sought to investigate outcome differences with a more diverse 
student population than has been previously used. 
Summary 
Studies exploring the effect of family relationship dynamics on college adjustment have 
typically used parental separation, parental attachment or family cohesion as the measures for 
the family relationship variable. Family relationships, in turn, have consistently been shown 
to impact college student identity development (Adams et al., 2000; Grotevant & Cooper, 
1985; Lopez et al., 1992; Ossenfort, 1998; Palladino-Schultheiss & Blustein, 1994a). 
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However, family dynamics have not been found to consistently show a relationship to other 
college outcome measures such as academic, social, or personal-emotional student 
adjustment. Another limitation with the current available research in this field is the fact that 
the majority of the investigations regarding family relationships and college adjustment have 
limited the sample population to students from Caucasian, middle-class, intact, two-parent 
families (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; Kenny, 1987, 1990; Kenny & Donaldson, 1991, 
1992; Perosa et al.,1996; Protinsky & Gilkey, 1996; Rice et al., 1995). 
As a result of the above findings, the author of the present research study proposed to 
expand upon the current knowledge in the field by clarifying further the direct effect of 
family relationship variables on the academic, social, and personal-emotional adjustment of 
college students. In addition, given the limited sample populations used to date, this research 
investigation broadens the student population explored by focusing on students who are the 
first generation in their family to attend college and who are from lower income households. 
The information gained from this endeavor can greatly enhance the effectiveness of college 
counseling personnel and other higher education staff who desire to assist this student 
population in finding increased satisfaction with their college experience. If family 
relationship factors are found to be a potential impediment to successful college adjustment 
for this student group, then students having adjustment difficulties can be referred to 
counseling staff who are better prepared to address these issues and assist students in dealing 
with any family relationship conflicts, thereby, improving student satisfaction, success, and 
retention. 
37 
First Generation Variable 
Students who are the first generation in their families to attend college have been found 
to differ from other college students in some significant ways, making it important to study in 
more detail factors that affect their college adjustment. By doing so, higher education 
institutions can more effectively serve these students in ways that increase their graduation 
and retention rates and improves upon their overall personal satisfaction and adjustment to 
the college experience. 
Description 
First-generation status refers to students who come from families where they are the 
first generation in their family to go to college to obtain a degree. Often, these students are 
from a lower socio-economic status as well since family members are working in jobs that do 
not require a degree (Hertel, 2002; Terenzini et al., 1996). Students from families who are in 
the lower income quartiles are less likely than those from higher income families to obtain a 
college degree (Horn, 1998; Richardson & Skinner, 1992; Thayer, 2000). This was found to 
be true even with academic achievement controlled (Ottinger, 1991). Indeed, research that 
has been done with first-generation students has found higher attrition rates among this 
population of students when compared to other students (Brooks-Terry, 1988; Duggan, 2001; 
Horn, 1998; Warburton et al., 2001). They are more likely to live at home and work off-
campus, which leads to frequent role conflicts and demands on their time and energy that 
draws them away from school involvement (Duggan, 2001; London, 1989, 1992, 1996; 
Mitchell, 1997; Terenzini et al., 1994; Terenzini et al., 1996). For this reason, they also tend 
to be less involved in campus activities (Brooks-Terry, 1988; Duggan, 2001; Gardner, 1996; 
Grayson, 1997; Padron, 1992; Richardson & Skinner, 1992). A regression study looking at 
1989-1990 beginning postsecondary students, found that students who dropped out of higher 
education and stayed out were more likely to be first-generation students, to be from the 
lowest socio-economic (SES) quartile, to have more out of school commitments with family 
responsibilities that distracted them from school, and to have less contact and involvement 
with faculty and advisors. First-generation students were statistically more likely to leave 
college than other students even when academic integration and SES factors were controlled 
(Horn, 1998). In addition, first-generation students often view higher education as simply a 
way to obtain a better paying job (Bui, 2002; Richardson & Skinner, 1992). They are focused 
on learning practical material that can give them the necessary skills that will be needed on 
the job. Often, a broader liberal arts education is difficult to tolerate when courses are not 
perceived as related to job skills (Brooks-Terry, 1988) and first-generation students tend to 
take fewer liberal arts courses (Terenzini et al., 1996). Lower campus involvement, increased 
role conflicts, and reduced interest in coursework have all been shown to impact college 
adjustment. Therefore, it is easy to see why first-generation students might benefit from 
interventions that help them manage the multiple issues related to their college attendance 
(Brooks-Terry, 1988). 
This study was designed to provide further information regarding whether family 
relationship issues are a significant contributor to the difficulties that first-generation students 
face in obtaining their college degree. With this knowledge, more effective interventions can 
be designed to assist this student population. 
Review of Research Studies 
In a qualitative study by London (1989), a small number of first-generation college 
students from lower working class families in Boston were interviewed and the results 
showed that these students were often given conflicting messages about their family and 
college role assignments. The traditional culture of their family prioritized getting a job 
following high school as the way to help the family succeed. However, these new first-
generation college students were also being asked to go to college as a means for achieving in 
the outside world what their parents had not been able to. This resulted in family 
encouragement to go on to college along with the message that family would still come first 
and school second. Often, first-generation students struggled to find their own dreams and 
identity amidst the pressures to accomplish the hopes and dreams of their parents and family 
at the same time. For first-generation students, exposure to the college culture and 
experimentation with new behaviors resulting from this exposure can jeopardize their 
connection with family and previous lifestyle. Frequently, these changes were viewed as 
signs of "breaking away" from the family with the associated fears of losing relationships and 
traditions. Both first-generation students and the individuals from their home community 
began to see a separation occurring as a result of the college experience. This led to a sense of 
loss of self and family and created for the student the recognition that upward mobility 
offered by higher education presented both an opportunity and a cost. The realization of the 
high price of potential ostracism by family and lost connections can be devastating. 
Consequently, students reported feelings of confusion, isolation, and conflict (London, 1992). 
Similar results were found in a larger and more representative sample of first-generation 
college students from two- and four-year universities across the country (London, 1996). 
Likewise, an eight-interview case study involving two first-generation college students 
found that difficulties in balancing the pressures of family and college were contributing 
factors in academic underachievement by these two students. Both students were 
academically gifted in high school, taking college preparation courses, and came to college 
with academic scholarships. One student was Asian American and the other African 
American. Both students struggled academically as a result of being unable to negotiate the 
conflicts experienced as a result of peer and family pressures. The emotional and social stress 
that this created detracted from being able to focus on academics. Lack of satisfaction with 
the college curriculum and support received from the university and faculty in addressing 
these difficulties were also contributing factors in the failure of these students to reach their 
academic and career goals by the junior year in college (Olenchak & Hebert, 2002). 
A study utilizing focus group interviews of 132 new students entering four different 
types of college environments also found feelings of incredible anxiety for first-generation 
students from diverse ethnicities. As students became aware of their parents' fears regarding 
obvious changes in their behaviors and thinking, family dynamics were altered to attempt to 
deny any change and instead to maintain previous relationship patterns (Terenzini et al., 
1994). This, of course, just created additional stress on the student. In order to survive, these 
students must constantly look to pace the intensity between feelings of guilt and loss, 
connection to the past, and identification with the new values and status of a college identity. 
Those students most likely to leave the university environment were the ones unable to find a 
way to negotiate these conflicts (London, 1996). 
Making the higher education transition even more difficult for first-generation students 
was the fact that they tended to come in less prepared academically (Mitchell, 1997; 
Terenzini et al., 1996) and psychologically because of their family environment's lack of 
experience with the demands and expectations required in college. These students were 
uncertain about their abilities, and their internal critical self-evaluations limited motivation 
and academic performance (Mitchell, 1997). A large questionnaire study of first-generation 
students at a mid-western community college found that perceived ability to use self-
regulated learning was significantly correlated with end of semester GPA, although 
moderately so. When entering students thought themselves able to use the learning strategies 
necessary for effective college homework and studying, they had higher grade point averages 
(Williams & Hellman, 1998). 
At the Wolfson campus of Miami-Dade Community College, Padron (1992) reported 
that first-generation students were from families that provided less academic assistance to 
their children while in high school and this resulted in lower preparation for the rigors of 
college classes in addition to feelings of inadequacy in these college students. Their home 
environments were less conducive to studying and they felt the need for academic and 
personal guidance in adjusting to the overwhelming college environment. Students found that 
they were, at times, made fun of for participating in an endeavor that was not valued by 
members of their home culture or worse, criticized for acting or thinking that they were better 
than others in their family. Ultimately, these students struggled to resolve the conflicting 
demands of home and school responsibilities. A large national study by Terenzini et al. 
(1996) also showed that first-generation students received less support from their families for 
attending college, had increased outside commitments that took away from their focus on 
college and came to college less prepared. 
Feelings of inadequacy regarding college preparedness also resulted in first-generation 
students putting off extracurricular involvement until they felt comfortable with their 
academic abilities. This was in contrast to traditional students who initially focused most of 
their time on making friends and joining activities. First-generation students needed 
reassurance regarding their academic performance and ability in order to succeed (Terenzini 
et al., 1994). Having realistic expectations about course content and the skills needed for 
effective performance in courses was key for these students. In another study comparing first-
generation students to those whose parents went to college, first-generation students reported 
having to spend more time studying than other students and also feared failing more than 
other students. The student samples were quite small in this study, however (Bui, 2002). 
When interviews were conducted with 107 graduates of ten public universities, this 
ethnically diverse group of first-generation students described feelings of disorientation in not 
having learned, prior to college, what other students in their classes already knew. In 
addition, they had to spend their time at college catching up on knowledge regarding time 
management, study skills, financial aid, and bureaucratic procedures and expectations that 
were unfamiliar to their own family upbringing and experiences. These students were less 
focused on whether they found college to be an enjoyable experience and more concerned 
with whether the education they received was going to net them a job in the end. Those who 
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did succeed did so through their own determination and their understanding of the connection 
between their career goals and a higher education degree (Richardson & Skinner, 1992). 
Research addressing the academic adjustment of first-generation college students has, at 
times, resulted in contradictory results. Brown and Burkhardt (1999), utilizing a large 
community college student sample, found no relationship between first-generation status and 
GPA for the first term and income, high school GPA, and age determined enrollment in 
courses for a two-year rather than four-year degree program, not first-generation status. 
Results suggested that perhaps first-generation status had indirect rather than direct affects on 
student academic progress. Duggan (2001) also found no significant difference in GPA 
between first-generation and other students in a study using data from a large U. S. 
Department of Education statistical database. In addition, Hertel's (2002) study of first-year, 
mostly white, residence hall students during their second semester at a large mid-western 
university showed no significant difference between first-generation students and others in 
overall, academic, or personal-emotional adjustment to college. However, Grayson's (1997) 
results from a commuter university in Toronto, Canada revealed that students who had a 
parent who went to college had higher GPAs, more involvement in university activities, and a 
greater number of out of class contacts with faculty than did the first-generation students. 
Increased time on campus did increase GPA and first-generation students spent less time on 
campus overall. Therefore, these factors could have indirectly explained the GPA difference. 
Involvement in classroom activities was not different between the two groups. 
Another study supporting a possible indirect link between GPA and first-generation 
status found that first-generation students had less academic preparation in high school than 
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their peers and this factor was negatively associated with success in higher education 
environments. Proper preparation in high school significantly narrowed the academic success 
gap between first-generation students and their peers. A large longitudinal study also found 
that first-generation students were less likely to have had rigorous coursework in high school 
and those who did were more likely to persist (Duggan, 2001). However, even after 
controlling for academic preparation and success, first-generation status still contributed 
significantly to whether students persisted and obtained their degree (Warburton et al., 2001). 
Perhaps a potential reason could be the reduced commitment to the higher education 
institution experienced by first-generation students. Self-report measures from 101 first-year 
students at a mid-western university revealed first-generation status to significantly explain 
the variance in institutional goal commitment for this group. These students were 
predominantly white and all were volunteers from an introductory psychology course 
(Hickman, et al., 2000). It is, therefore, vital to explore other factors that may explain this 
difference in order to know what interventions will best assist first-generation students in 
graduating. For this reason, the current study included a family relationship variable in its 
research model. 
Two further studies also explored GPA outcomes and first-generation status. Utilizing a 
small sample of low-income first-generation students, Ting (1998) found high school rank 
contributed 34% of the variance in GPA the first semester, while ACT and other psychosocial 
variables were not significant. However, by the second semester, leadership and community 
service activities accounted for the majority of the 48% contribution to GPA, along with high 
school rank. Building a sense of belonging to the university climate was most important in 
academic performance, not entrance scores. Strage (1999) also found leadership associated 
with a good GPA for first generation students as well as teacher rapport. Her study consisted 
of a small ethnically diverse student sample from California. For Caucasian students, only 
teacher rapport was related to GPA. No difference in academic or social adjustment to 
college was found between first-generation and other students. The strongest variable 
associated with the student's confidence in mastering the college environment was perceived 
rapport with instructors. Granted, the small sample sizes in these two studies require caution 
in reaching any significant conclusions from the results. 
In Bartels' (1995) study examining psychosocial predictors of adjustment to college, 
first-generation students were found to perceive less social support from their family than 
other students, but this and conflictual independence were not significant predictors of 
adjustment outcomes. Again, this finding was contrary to what was predicted and perhaps 
explained by results being mediated by other factors. Also, first-generation students did not 
report lower levels of adjustment or less conflictual independence than other students did. 
Achievement motivation, support from friends, self-efficacy, and locus of control were all 
significant predictors of adjustment for this group of students. This study consisted of a large 
sample of volunteer students attending a mid-western university. Standard self-report 
measures were used. In other studies, however, first-generation students were found to have 
lower self-esteem and feelings of lower social acceptance than students from college 
educated families, with women experiencing more anxiety than the men (McGregor, 
Mayleben, Davis, & Becker, 1991), as well as lower social adjustment to college (Hertel, 
2002). Unfortunately, the first-generation samples in these studies were quite small and, 
therefore, results must be interpreted cautiously. 
Overall, research results show that continued exploration of the factors that impact 
college adjustment for first-generation college students would be beneficial. Clarifying the 
effects of family relationship dynamics on different areas of college student adjustment for 
this student population would add to the current research literature. It was the aim of this 
research study to accomplish that goal. 
Summary 
Research information gained from work with first-generation college students indicated 
that there are barriers to attending higher education for this student population. However, the 
research results remain mixed in several areas. Research studies have found mixed results 
regarding the direct impact that first-generation status has on academic adjustment. Some 
studies indicate no relationship between first-generation status and academic adjustment 
(Brown & Burkhardt, 1999; Duggan, 2001; Hertel, 2002; Hickman et al., 2000; Strage, 1999) 
or personal-emotional adjustment (Hickman et al., 2000), while others indicate first-
generation students have poorer grades and retention rates (Grayson, 1997; Horn, 1998; 
Warburton et al., 2001), and social adjustment (Hertel, 2002). Involvement with campus and 
instructors (Duggan, 2001; Grayson, 1997; Strage, 1999; Ting, 1998) and academic 
preparedness (Duggan, 2001; Horn, 1998; Mitchell, 1997; Padron, 1992; Warburton et al., 
2001 ; Williams & Hellman, 1998) have been shown to be significant factors in college 
success for this student population. However, increased family commitments and reduced 
social support for the student role from family makes participating in these endeavors more 
difficult for first-generation students as they negotiate uncharted territory with family and 
friends (Horn, 1998; London, 1989, 1992, 1996; Mitchell, 1997; Olenchak & Hebert, 2002; 
Terenzini et al., 1994; Terenzini et al., 1996). Qualitative investigations have pointed to 
family relationship difficulties as a possible barrier for this student group, but the number of 
quantitative studies done in this area is very limited so outcome results remain mixed as to 
the impact that these family dynamics have on first-generation student success. London's 
(1996) and Olenchak and Hebert's (2002) work found students who were unable to resolve 
family conflicts as more likely to leave school or to underachieve academically and Bartels' 
(1995) study indicated less family support as a non-contributor to college adjustment 
outcomes for this population of students. Therefore, it was the aim of this research project to 
clarify the effect of family dynamics on college adjustment for first-generation college 
students in an effort to identify interventions that may be beneficial in assisting them to 
succeed with their higher education goals. 
It is obvious that first-generation students face many obstacles in their efforts to obtain 
a college degree. What goes on in a student's life outside of their classroom experience does 
have an impact on their academic performance as well (Olenchak & Hebert, 2002; Terenzini 
et al., 1994) and, therefore, higher education institutions need to begin paying closer attention 
to interventions that may assist this student population in succeeding and graduating. 
Retention efforts may need to focus on providing role models and more individualized 
interaction with faculty or peer mentors (Gardner, 1996; Olenchak & Hebert, 2002; Padron, 
1992; Richardson & Skinner, 1992; Thayer, 2000). Assistance in understanding the culture of 
college, building networks with others who can advise regarding procedures and 
48 
expectations, and developing ongoing academic progress monitoring may provide support for 
these students (Gardner, 1996; Olenchak & Hebert, 2002; Padron, 1992; Thayer). 
Parents traditionally are a key support system for students in helping them to adapt to 
college life, but for first-generation students, parents are often unable to provide this support 
and students need help in managing not only the college stress but also the feelings related to 
conflicting family pressures (Gardner, 1996; Olenchak & Hebert, 2002; Terenzini et al., 
1994). Differing family priorities leave first-generation students less connected to the college 
environment because their primary role may be working to provide for family with classes 
secondary (Richardson & Skinner, 1992). Retention efforts may need to focus on assisting 
these students in developing more involvement on campus in ways that they see meaningfully 
useful to their future career goals and that can be seen as acceptable by family back home 
(Gardner, 1996; Padron, 1992; Richardson & Skinner, 1992). Qualitative studies are 
suggesting that finding ways to assist students in negotiating a new student-parent 
relationship can mean the difference between success and failure in the higher education 
environment (London, 1989, 1992, 1996; Mitchell, 1997; Olenchak & Hebert, 2002; 
Terenzini et al., 1994). All college students need someone to whom they can turn for advice 
and reassurance and first-generation students often are uncertain about who can fill this role 
for them in terms of academic achievement and college adjustment (Mitchell, 1997). 
Further research is needed in order to understand better the needs of and pressures 
experienced by first-generation college students. Results could lead to higher education 
institutions being more effective in assisting and retaining these students. For this reason, the 
current quantitative research study examined the impact of family relationship dynamics on 
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the academic, social, and personal-emotional college adjustment of students who are from a 
first-generation family environment. If family relationship difficulties are found to be one 
factor impeding college adjustment for this student population, then interventions by 
knowledgeable counseling staff could potentially reduce this impact and improve college 
adjustment for them. 
Prior Academic Achievement and Psychological Coping Variables 
The present research study used prior academic achievement and psychological coping 
as control variables. This was done in order to determine the impact that family relationship 
dynamics have on college student adjustment without these known confounding factors 
interfering with the results. 
Description 
Prior academic achievement. Prior academic achievement refers to a student's previous 
demonstration of academic skill level. Measures used in research studies to identify this 
variable include high school grades or rank, college entrance test exam scores, or earlier 
semester GPA. Past performance correlates with future performance (Brooks & DuBois, 
1995; Pass & Tubman, 2002; Larose et al., 1998) and since students have different 
performance outcomes, it is difficult to know whether this factor, in itself, is responsible for 
college adjustment outcomes unless it is somehow controlled when investigating other 
variables. 
Psychological coping. Psychological coping refers to a student's ability to manage 
emotional symptoms and reactions so that they do not interfere with the student's day-to-day 
functioning. Emotional stability, mental health symptomatology and mood state have been 
used as measures of this variable in recent research studies. The ability to adjust and thrive in 
a new environment such as college is impacted by mood and coping (Brooks & DuBois, 
1995; Larose et al., 1998; Stevens & Walker, 1996). Therefore, this variable must be 
controlled in order to get an accurate picture of what other factors may be influencing college 
adjustment outcomes. 
Review of Research Studies 
Previous research studies have found prior academic achievement and psychological 
coping to be significant contributors to college adjustment outcome variables. In one study, 
prior achievement and involvement in classes were found to be the best predictors of 
academic skill development for college students (Terenzini et al., 1984). Pascarella (1985) 
also found that previous achievement, parent education, and high school involvement 
accounted for the majority of variance in academic self-concept. In three separate studies, 
prior academic achievement accounted for 13% of the variance in GPA for first and second 
year introductory psychology students at a public mid-western university (Cutrona et al., 
1994). For Hispanic female undergraduate students living at home, high school GPA 
significantly predicted college GPA (Fass & Tubman, 2002). Academic and personal 
adjustment was influenced by a student's positive view of being in a student role and having 
a commitment to it (Chartrand, 1990). 
Examining mood state and mental health symptomatology has been one means of 
identifying adjustment in response to the confusion and need for new coping skills that the 
college transition process requires. Research has found emotional stability to be associated 
with GPA (Larose et al., 1998) and 9% of the variance in academic adjustment was 
accounted for by emotional symptoms alone (Kerr, 1995). Other research has shown that the 
earlier in their college career that students feel good about their higher education experience, 
the better they do. Increased emotional stress for first-year male students at a military college 
was associated with attrition even when academic achievement was taken into account 
(Daugherty & Lane, 1999). Similarly, in a longitudinal study of 126 students at the University 
of Wollongong, mood at the beginning of the year was associated with end-of-year 
adjustment. When coping with the many demands of a new learning situation, social and 
emotional well-being were better predictors of retention than were grades for these students 
(Stevens & Walker, 1996). Likewise, psychological well-being was the most important 
contributor to overall college adjustment for first-year commuter students at a Canadian 
university as well (Wintre & Yaffe, 2000). A pattern of declining adjustment was reported 
during the first semester of college for first-year community college students participating in 
a pre-test/post-test self-report study. Increases in academic and social anxiety occurred 
(Adams, 1995). However, a student's positive self-evaluation regarding being in a student 
role and commitment to it predicted a student's GPA better than emotional symptomatology 
related to ineffective coping strategies in dealing with difficulties faced at college (Chartrand, 
1990). 
The ability to adapt and adjust to the changes and challenges that college brings is 
important for all students. Often, the family can reduce some of these stresses or increase the 
resources that ultimately assist a new student with coping. Unfortunately, first-generation 
students often find themselves cut off from this support because family members do not 
always understand what they are going through or resist encouraging students to make the 
changes necessary to adapt to the new college culture (Striplin, 1999). If families are unable 
to provide this support, then student coping may be less. In these circumstances, it is vital for 
institutions of higher education to find a way to intervene. For example, nearly 300 students 
from an urban college in Quebec City were given an adjustment to college questionnaire on 
their first day of college. Providing students an opportunity to talk about their responses to 
this adjustment inventory was enough of an intervention of support to improve academic and 
overall scores on this measure by the second semester. It was also enough to improve the 
retention and number of academic credits earned for these first-year students (Baker & 
Schultz, 1993). In fact, academic success may depend more on the ability to adapt than on 
intellectual criteria. Regression results in a study by Larose et al. (1998) indicated that with 
academic achievement controlled, learning beliefs, academic and social behaviors, and 
emotional reactions to exam situations still explained 10% of the variance in grade point 
average by the end of the second year. 
How do students go about adapting to the new cultural environment in which they find 
themselves then? For 357 ethnically diverse first-year students recruited from psychology 
courses at a private university, effective adaptation related to finding a satisfactory support 
system and using active coping strategies. A positive support system predicted the use of 
active coping. An active coping style was effective in improving retention (Zea et al., 1995) 
and adaptation to college (Feenstra et al., 2001). Similarly, academic and socio-emotional 
college adjustment was found to be influenced by student problem-solving skills and 
emotional stability, in addition to prior academic performance, for a small sample of students 
from a public mid-western university (Brooks & DuBois, 1995). Therefore, psychological 
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coping and prior academic achievement are both important variables to consider in college 
adjustment research. 
Summary 
Prior academic achievement and psychological coping have both been found to have a 
significant direct affect on college student adjustment outcomes (Brooks & DuBois, 1995; 
Cutrona et al., 1994; Fass & Tubman, 2002; Feenstra et al., 2001; Kerr, 1995; Larose et al., 
1998; Stevens & Walker, 1996; Terenzini et al., 1984; Wintre & Yaffe, 2000). Therefore, in 
order to obtain an accurate idea of the impact accounted for by other variables these must first 
be controlled. Since the current research investigation intended to explore the influence of 
family relationship dynamics on college adjustment outcomes for first-generation college 
students, hierarchical regression analyses were used to control for both prior academic 
achievement and psychological coping. With these variables controlled, the true contribution 
of the family relationship dynamic variable to college student adjustment could be 
determined. Current family relationship research has not consistently controlled for these 
factors when addressing college student adjustment. Knowing whether family relationship 
dynamics make an individual contribution to college student adjustment for first generation 
students will allow higher education staff to be more informed about the kinds of stressors to 
consider when working with these students. Counseling staff will be able to ask more 
appropriate questions and design interventions that may more accurately reflect the 
difficulties being faced by first-generation students struggling to adjust to the college 
environment. 
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METHODS 
Participants 
Students who are the first generation in their family to go to college are likely to 
experience some unique family relationship dynamics as a result of college attendance 
(London, 1989, 1992, 1996; Mitchell, 1997; Olenchak & Hebert, 2002; Terenzini et al., 
1994) and, to date, the majority of the studies related to college adjustment and family 
relationships have looked at only middle-class, white, intact two-parent households (Armsden 
& Greenberg, 1987; Kenny, 1987, 1990; Kenny & Donaldson, 1991, 1992; Perosa, Perosa, & 
Tam,1996; Protinsky & Gilkey, 1996; Rice et al., 1995). Therefore, the aim of this study was 
to expand upon the current available research in this field by exploring family relationship 
dynamics and college adjustment for first-generation college students. 
As a result, first-year students who belong to college Student Support Services (SSS) 
programs were used as the sample for this study. SSS is a federally funded grant program for 
college students who are the first generation in their family to get a higher education degree 
and who are from economically disadvantaged family environments. By selecting participants 
from this population, first-generation and socio-economic status were controlled. SSS 
participants also must show an academic need in order to be enrolled in the program and all 
agree to participate in campus activities designed to promote cultural, academic, and personal 
growth. Academic resources are available to students through this program as well as 
personal and academic counseling. Only SSS programs that provided these comprehensive 
support services were asked to participate in this study. 
First-year students from SSS programs at four-year schools in three mid-western states 
were asked to take part in this research project. Large four-year universities and small four-
year private colleges were both represented. All first-year students within the SSS program at 
these schools were invited to participate. However, participation was entirely voluntary. 
Procedure 
Twenty SSS programs from four-year schools in six mid-western states, whose 
federally funded grant mandated providing a similar set of comprehensive student support 
services, were contacted to participate in this research study. A request for participation 
contact was made with the directors of these programs, with both large and small four-year 
colleges included (see Appendix A for this initial contact information). Directors who agreed 
to have their programs participate in the research project provided the number of first-year 
students in their program for the school year, dates for the beginning and ending of their 
school terms, as well as the scheduled college break periods for their schools. This allowed 
for the opportunity to time the completion of the questionnaire more consistently across 
schools and states. Originally, eleven directors agreed to have their SSS programs take part in 
the research study, but due to the complicated and time consuming process of ensuring 
Human Subjects Review Board approval at both the participating and researcher's schools as 
well as staff Human Subjects Training for dispersing the questionnaire, only four SSS 
programs ultimately completed the process to be included in this study. Two of these were 
from large four-year schools and two were from small four-year schools. 
Participating colleges were mailed a questionnaire for each of their first-year SSS 
members toward the beginning of the student's second term of attendance, following the first 
extended college break period. The purpose of this timing was to ensure students completed 
the questionnaire after receiving some feedback regarding academic performance as well as 
having the opportunity for some free time for socializing with family and friends at home. In 
this way, if any family changes or adjustment difficulties had emerged this would be captured 
in the results. Also, by completing the questionnaire during the second academic term, 
students had time to experience the college environment and its inherent challenges and to 
determine their level of adjustment to it. 
Upon receipt of the questionnaire in the mail, each SSS director assigned an SSS staff 
person to be responsible for distributing it to eligible first-year students in the program. 
Students who agreed to participate signed an informed consent agreement and placed their 
completed questionnaire in a self-addressed stamped manila envelope to be sealed and 
returned to the researcher by the designated SSS staff member. This ensured that student 
responses were not shared with staff or peers within the SSS program. 
At the end of the first academic year, directors in the participating SSS programs were 
mailed a list of names of their students who had completed questionnaires. The high school 
rank, first-term grade point average, and cumulative end-of-year GPA were requested for 
each student on the list. Students gave permission for these to be released by signing an 
informed consent agreement (see Appendix B). 
Answers for each completed questionnaire were entered into a statistical database upon 
receipt, as was high school rank and each GPA result. Once the final academic year GPA 
responses were entered, all names were purged from the questionnaires and lists so that 
results could not be identified with any particular student. Hierarchical regression analyses 
were run and analyzed and a project outcome report was provided to each participating SSS 
program director. 
Approval for the data collection was obtained from Iowa State University's Human 
Subjects Research Office Institutional Review Board as well as the SSS directors from the 
participating schools and their respective college Human Subjects Review Boards. SSS staff 
members participating in the data collection process completed a required Human Subjects 
Training program. The three measuring instruments used in the project (Profile of Mood 
States, Family Environment Scale, and Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire) were all 
copyrighted and, therefore, 175 of each were purchased for use in this research. Due to these 
copyrights, the student questionnaire used is not included in an appendix. 
Measures 
Prior academic achievement. In order to control for prior academic achievement, the 
high school rank for each student was used. In the statistical analyses, high school rank was 
entered first to partial out the percent of variance in the college adjustment measures 
attributed to this factor alone. This was necessary in order to get an accurate picture of the 
variance attributed to family relationship dynamics, since prior academic achievement has 
been found to have a significant contribution to college adjustment outcomes already (Brooks 
& DuBois, 1995; Cutrona et al., 1994; Pass & Tubman, 2002; Terenzini et al., 1984; Ting, 
1998). 
The high school rank for each student was obtained from SSS program staff. SSS 
programs are required to track the academic progress of their students and, therefore, have 
access to the college grade reports for each of them. Higher high school ranks indicate greater 
prior academic achievement. Students gave permission for their GPA and high school rank to 
be used after reading and signing the informed consent agreement at the beginning of the 
questionnaire document (see Appendix B). 
Psychological coping. Psychological coping is another variable that has been identified 
as a significant contributor to college adjustment outcomes for students (Adams et al., 2000; 
Feenstra et al., 2001; Kerr, 1995; Larose et al., 1998; Stevens & Walker, 1996; Wintre & 
Yaffe, 2000). Therefore, it was used as a second control variable, following prior academic 
achievement, in the statistical analyses for this research study. In this way, the impact of 
family relationship dynamics to the college adjustment of first-generation students could be 
identified without having the results clouded by these other variables. 
Psychological coping has been studied using emotional stability, mental health 
symptomatology and mood state for measures. Because the current study focused on college 
students going through a normal adjustment process, the use of a general mood scale was 
determined to be the most appropriate approach. Specifically, the Profile of Mood States 
(POMS) Short Form (McNair, Lorr, & Droppleman, 1992) was used as the variable for 
psychological coping. This scale measures each student's current mood level and was 
selected as the instrument of choice for the current study because its population norms 
included both outpatient clinical samples as well as normal undergraduate college students, 
with both white students and students of color represented. 
The POMS Short Form is a 30-item scale containing a list of adjectives that describe 
feelings or moods. The item adjectives were determined by repeated factor analyses and 
resulted in six mood or affective states represented by the following six subscales: tension-
59 
anxiety, depression-dejection, anger-hostility, vigor-activity, fatigue-inertia, and confusion-
bewilderment. Tension-anxiety referred to physical tension in the body and observable 
psychomotor behaviors. Depression-dejection accounted for feelings of depression and 
inadequacy. Anger-hostility was represented by feelings of anger and animosity towards 
others. Vigor-activity referred to high energy and exhilaration. Fatigue-inertia was related to 
low energy and weariness. Confusion-bewilderment was defined by feelings of confusion and 
lack of concentration. A Total Mood Disturbance score was obtained by adding scores from 
all six subscales with Vigor-activity weighted negatively. High scores indicate greater 
negative mood or disturbance (McNair, et al., 1992). 
Respondents indicated on a 5-point Likert-type response scale the level at which each 
adjective had applied to them over the past week. The one-week time period was specified to 
ensure that a measure of typical mood for the student's current life situation was measured. 
The range for item scores were (0) not at all, (1) a little, (2) moderately, (3) quite a bit, and 
(4) extremely. Item 26 was reverse scored. A seventh-grade reading ability was required 
(McNair, et al., 1992). 
Internal consistencies for the factor analytically derived six subscales of the POMS 
Short Form for college students include .67 for the Confusion subscale, .73 for the Tension 
subscale, .82 for the Depression subscale, .86 for the Fatigue subscale, .87 for the Vigor 
subscale, and .88 for the Anger subscale. Validity studies have shown the POMS to 
accurately depict high subscale scores according to therapist diagnosis for individuals as well 
as to correlate with the subscales of other mood scales measuring anxiety, depression, anger, 
fatigue, and confusion (McNair et al., 1992). 
Family relationship. In past research studies, family relationship dynamics have 
typically been investigated using parental separation, parental attachment, or family cohesion 
as the measures of choice. These have produced mixed results as to the impact of the family 
variable upon college adjustment. In addition, each of these measures looks at only one piece 
of the overall family picture. In this study, the researcher desired to obtain a more 
comprehensive view of the family environment in which students were interacting. For that 
reason, a family relationship instrument was chosen that would combine aspects of each of 
the more traditionally used measures and, therefore, provide a broader idea regarding family 
influence for these students. 
Three out of the nine subscales from the Family Environment Scale (FES) Form R 
(Moos & Moos, 1994) were used as the family relationship variable for this research project. 
The FES provides a score of the student's current perception of his/her family environment. It 
is a 90-item measure consisting of ten 9-item subscales. For each item, respondents indicated 
whether the statement provided was true or false for their family environment. Only the three 
subscales included in the Family Relationship Index were used in this research, giving a total 
of 27 items. This index is a summary measure for the quality of family relationship support. 
Higher scores indicate a more positive family relationship dynamic. 
The subscales used in the Family Relationship Index consisted of cohesion, 
expressiveness and conflict (reverse scored). Cohesion referred to the level of commitment, 
help and support provided by family members to each other. Expressiveness described the 
family's ability to openly express feelings with one another and conflict expressed the 
amount of open anger and aggression among family members. These particular subscales 
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represented aspects of family communication, conflict, and support that provided for an 
overall picture of the family environment. These areas of family relationship dynamics were 
also similar to those that have been explored in the more traditional family relationship 
measures of parental separation, parental attachment, and family cohesion. 
The FES is an empirically derived measure with normative samples consisting of a 
diverse array of normal and distressed families. A variety of family types, ages, ethnic groups 
and geographic locations were included in the development. This measure was selected for 
this research project because it included data from a broadly based definition of family, 
including multi-generational and single-parent ones, and allowed for students to respond to 
the family environment in which they grew up, not necessarily just biological parents. 
Moos and Moos (1994) reported reliabilities for the three subscales used in this study of 
.69 for the Expressiveness subscale, .75 for the Conflict subscale, and.78 for the Cohesion 
subscale. Validity tests found the FES to be able to accurately distinguish distressed and 
normal families with distressed families scoring lowering in cohesion and expressiveness, 
and higher on conflict. Distressed families included those seeking counseling at a family 
clinic, those on probation at a correctional facility, families of patients with alcohol, 
depression, or psychiatric problems, as well as those with children in a crisis situation. These 
differences remained even when controlling for family background and socioeconomic 
factors. The FES subscales were also found to correlate with the subscales of other family 
relationship measures of cohesion, conflict, and expressiveness while showing discriminant 
validity in their lack of correlation with subscales not measuring the same areas. Furthermore, 
FES responses by family members were predictably correlated with staff member reports 
following a home visit as well as therapists' ratings of the family (Moos & Moos, 1994). 
College adjustment. In previous research, many aspects of college adjustment have been 
explored with family relationship dynamics. Some studies have chosen to focus on academic 
and GPA outcomes (Cutrona et al., 1994; Pass & Tubman, 2002; Strage & Brandt, 1999; 
Wintre & Yaffe, 2000), while others look for issues of personal and career identity 
development (Adams et al., 2000; Blustein et al., 1991; Lopez, 1989; Palladino-Schultheiss 
& Blustein, 1994a; Palladino-Schultheiss & Blustein, 1994b; Perosa et al., 1996), social 
satisfaction (Kalsner & Pistole, 2003; Kenny & Donaldson, 1991; Langhinrichsen-Rohling et 
al., 1997; Lapsley & Edgerton, 2002; Rodriguez & Bernstein, 1995), or emotional coping 
(Haemmerlie et al., 1994; Hoffman & Weiss, 1987; Holmbeck & Wandrei, 1993; Kenny & 
Perez, 1996; Lopez et al., 1989; McCarthy et al., 2001) with college students. In this 
particular study, the researcher was interested in looking at student adjustment outcomes that 
would provide a holistic view of a student's life. It is not enough to look at grades or 
academic performance alone because the social and emotional aspects of a student's well-
being impact the level of performance and satisfaction with the college environment as well. 
Therefore, college adjustment outcomes in the academic, personal, and social domains were 
all included. 
Two specific measures of college adjustment were used in this study. In order to get an 
objective measure of actual academic performance, the first measure utilized was the end-of-
year cumulative grade point average (GPA with a 4.0 maximum score) of each respondent. 
This was obtained from SSS program staff. Since SSS programs are required to track the 
academic progress of their students, access to actual college grade reports are available for 
each student. Students gave permission for their GPA to be used after reading and signing the 
informed consent agreement at the beginning of the student questionnaire (see Appendix B). 
The second measure of adjustment used in this research was the Student Adaptation to 
College Questionnaire (SACQ) (Baker & Siryk, 1999). This is a 67-item measure of a 
student's ability to adapt to and cope with the demands of college that covers a broad range 
of adjustment domains, giving the holistic view that was desired. There are four subscales as 
well as an overall adjustment score with some items utilized on more than one subscale. For 
this particular research project, two optional questions were deleted and the resulting 65-item 
measure was used. The Academic Adjustment subscale consisted of 24 items related to the 
educational demands of college including attitudes toward academic goals, motivation for 
academic work, successfulness of academic effort, and satisfaction with the academic 
environment. The Social Adjustment subscale measured interpersonal adjustment to the 
social demands of college via an 18-item scale that explored the level of involvement in 
social activities, relationships with others, and degree of satisfaction with the social 
environment at college. Personal-Emotional adjustment referred to a student's physical and 
psychological well-being and was measured on a 15-item subscale. Finally, the 14-item Goal 
Commitment/Institutional Attachment subscale measured student feelings about being in 
college and the likelihood of staying. Respondents answered each item along a 9-point 
continuum with one end being "applies very closely to me" and the other end indicating 
"doesn't apply to me at all." Thirty-three items were scored from 9 to 1 with 9 indicating 
positive adjustment. Thirty-two items were negatively keyed from 1 to 9 with 1 indicating 
better adjustment. The Full Scale score was a sum of all items with higher scores indicating 
better overall adjustment. For each subscale, higher scores also indicated better college 
adjustment on the particular dimension being measured (Baker & Siryk, 1999). 
First-year undergraduate students were used as the norm group for the SACQ, which 
included studies spanning several years and from a variety of college types. Both students of 
color and white students were included. For students taking the SACQ their second semester 
of college attendance, internal consistency for each subscale ranged from .78 for personal-
emotional adjustment, .81 for academic adjustment, .85 for social adjustment, and .92 for 
overall adjustment. Validity studies found that lower scores on the SACQ social adjustment 
subscale correlated with less student participation in college activities, fewer social skills in 
the student repertoire as viewed by independent evaluators, and greater loneliness while at 
college. Lower SACQ personal-emotional adjustment scores correlated with fewer student 
psychological coping resources, greater student anxiety, and increased reliance on college 
counseling services. Low scores on the SACQ academic adjustment subscale were associated 
with lower grade point averages in the first year of college, greater likelihood of being on 
academic probation and lower scores on a scholastic aptitude measure (Baker & Siryk, 1999). 
Design and Analyses 
Obtained student questionnaire responses were scored according to directions from the 
appropriate measurement tool's manual with reverse scored items adjusted accordingly. All 
items were then entered into a statistical computer database for running data analyses. 
Three standardized instruments were used for this research study to measure family 
relationship dynamics, student psychological coping, and social, personal-emotional, 
academic, and overall college adjustment. The Cronbach alpha coefficient was used to 
determine the internal consistency for each of the scales in the present project prior to 
attempting further statistical analyses. After determining that the internal reliability of the 
scales were adequate, bivariate correlations were obtained to test whether the family 
relationship measure had a significant positive relationship with end-of-year GPA, and 
overall, academic, social and personal-emotional adjustment for Hypothesis 1. 
The focus of the current research was to determine the impact that family relationship 
dynamics had on college adjustment for low-income first-year first-generation college 
students. Year in school, first-generation status and socio-economic level were controlled 
through sampling. Since student psychological coping (Brooks & DuBois, 1995; Feenstra et 
al., 2001; Kerr, 1995; Larose et al., 1998; Stevens & Walker, 1996; Wintre & Yaffe, 2000; 
Zea et al., 1995) and prior academic achievement (Brooks & DuBois, 1995; Cutrona et al., 
1994; Fass & Tubman, 2002; Ting, 1998) were already known to effect college adjustment, 
these were statistically controlled via hierarchical regression analyses, as defined by Cohen 
and Cohen (1983), in order to test the true impact of the family relationship variable upon the 
adjustment of these college students, over and above the influence accounted for by prior 
academic achievement and student psychological coping. 
In the hierarchical regression analysis testing Hypothesis 2, prior academic achievement 
was entered into the equation first with the family relationship variable second. For 
Hypothesis 3, prior academic achievement was entered first followed by psychological 
coping, and in Hypothesis 4 prior academic achievement was entered first, psychological 
coping second, and family relationship dynamics third. The hierarchical ordering for these 
66 
analyses was determined in advance through a review of literature. The purpose of this 
ordering was to remove any possible confounding effects of previously entered variables 
before determining the main effect produced by the last variable of interest. A separate 
regression analysis was performed for each adjustment outcome variable, using the 
hierarchical ordering specified above for each hypothesis tested. The impact of each predictor 
variable upon academic adjustment, social adjustment, personal-emotional adjustment, 
overall adjustment and end-of-year GPA, was determined by examining the incremental 
variance at each step of the regression attributable to each of them. The amount of additional 
significant variance accounted for by a newly entered variable into the regression equation 
provided evidence for a main effect (Cohen & Cohen, 1983). Table 1 summarizes the 
hypotheses and statistical analyses used in this study. 
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Table 1. Summary of Hypotheses, Measures, and Statistical Analyses 
Variable Measure Hypothesis Analysis 
Family relationship 
College adjustment 
FES Family Index 
SACQ Overall Adj. 
SACQ Academic Adj. 
SACQ Social Adj. 
SACQ Personal Adj. 
End-of-Year GPA 
1. Positive relationship 
between family and 
college adjustment 
Significant 
bivariate 
correlation 
Prior achievement 
Family relationship 
College adjustment 
High School Rank 
FES Family Index 
SACQ Overall Adj. 
SACQ Academic Adj. 
SACQ Social Adj. 
SACQ Personal Adj. 
End-of-Year GPA 
2. Family relationship 
main effect beyond 
prior achievement on 
college adjustment 
Significant R 
change 
Prior achievement 
Psychological coping 
College adjustment 
High School Rank 
POMS Total Mood 
SACQ Overall Adj. 
SACQ Academic Adj. 
SACQ Social Adj. 
SACQ Personal Adj. 
End-of-Year GPA 
3. Psychological coping 
main effect beyond 
prior achievement on 
college adjustment 
Significant R2 
change 
Prior achievement 
Psychological coping 
Family relationship 
College adjustment 
High School Rank 
POMS Total Mood 
FES Family Index 
SACQ Overall Adj. 
SACQ Academic Adj. 
SACQ Social Adj. 
SACQ Personal Adj. 
End-of-Year GPA 
Family relationship 
main effect beyond 
prior achievement 
and coping on 
college adjustment 
Significant R2 
change 
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RESULTS 
Student questionnaires were received from four participating schools located in three 
mid-western states. Two schools were small private ones with a questionnaire return rate of 
56% and 83% and two were large public universities with return rates of 10% and 64%. A 
total of 68 questionnaires were returned out of 188 for an overall return rate of 36%. Of the 
returned questionnaires, seven were unable to be used in the analyses. Two of these were 
invalid due to numerous missing items on the family relationship measuring instrument and 
five were missing a high school rank for the control variable needed in the first step of the 
regression equation. Independent-samples t tests found no significant differences on 
questionnaire scale scores or GPA for students with high school rank scores and without, 
though the very unequal and small sample size, five for students missing a high school rank 
score and 61 for those with a high school rank, should be noted. A Bonferroni correction for 
multiple comparisons was used to set the significance level for these nine t tests at .05/9=.006 
(Howell, 1992, p. 351). A calculation of statistical power using Howell's (1992, p. 213) 
formula for unequal sample sizes was also conducted using a .8 effect size and p=.05. Power 
was equal to .56 for these independent-samples t tests and, therefore, results must be 
interpreted cautiously. However, the lack of any significant differences in the independent-
samples t tests would suggest that omitting the 5 cases without a high school rank would not 
create any significant problems. Therefore, a final total of 61 questionnaires were used in this 
research project. 
Respondents were first-year students attending a four-year college who were 
participants in a Student Support Services Program. These students were 18-21 year-old first-
generation college students from a low-income family environment who were living away 
from home while attending college. The completed demographic information from the 61 
questionnaires used revealed 35 of the participants were female students and 25 were males 
with 41 students of color responding along with 19 white students (see Appendix C for the 
questionnaire demographic information page). Thirty-two of the students were in small 
private colleges and 29 were students in large public universities. 
Preliminary Analyses 
The first preliminary analysis in this research project, after assessing the normality 
assumption, was to perform a standard reliability test for each of the scales in the student 
questionnaire. Internal consistency for all scales ranged from a Cronbach alpha coefficient of 
.78 to.92, suggesting they represented reasonably reliable measures. Specifically, the 27-item 
FES Family Relationship Index had a coefficient alpha of .80, the 30-item POMS Total 
Mood Disturbance scale .85, the 18-item SACQ Social Adjustment subscale .78, the 15-item 
Personal Adjustment subscale .78, the 24-item Academic Adjustment subscale .90, and the 
65-item Full Scale Overall Adjustment measure .92. 
In order to determine whether gender, ethnicity, or school size demographics played a 
significant role in any of the questionnaire measures, independent-samples t tests were 
conducted on all variables to be used in the analyses with each of these groups. A Bonferroni 
correction for multiple comparisons was used to set the significance level for the nine t tests 
at .05/9=.006 (Howell, 1992, p. 351). A calculation of statistical power using Howell's 
(1992, p. 213) formula for unequal sample sizes was also conducted using a .8 effect size and 
p=.O5 for each group. Power equaled .85 for gender, .87 for school size, and .81 for student 
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of color status. Independent samples t test results indicated that questionnaire scale scores did 
not differ significantly by gender, student of color status, or size of school. Since the 
measurement instruments chosen for this study were based on broad and diverse norm 
groups, this was not unexpected. First-term and cumulative GPA also did not vary 
significantly based on these factors. High school rank was the only variable found to have a 
significant t test. The test was significant for both student of color status, t(58) = 3.91, p<.01 
and for school size, r(59) = 2.69, p=.01, but school size was no longer significant once the 
Bonferroni correction was taken into consideration. Students of color (M=77.34, SD=17.21) 
had higher high school ranks than white students (M=56.95, SD=21.86) and students from 
large schools (M=77.66, SD=15.38) had higher high school ranks than those from small 
schools (M=64.16, SD=23.28). Although eta squared for the high school rank variable, 
calculated using the formula in Pallant (2001, p. 180) for independent samples t tests, shows 
a large effect of .21 for the student of color status demographic and .11 for school size, the 
fact that a significant difference was found between means for only one measure on one 
demographic variable, provides reasonable assurances that the variables used in the principal 
analyses for this research project do not differ significantly by gender, ethnicity, or school 
size to the degree that would cause serious problems in interpreting results for this sample. 
The demographic variables were, therefore, not used in the regression analyses in order to 
maximize statistical power for these analyses. 
Principal Analyses 
Bivariate results. Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics and the Pearson product-
moment correlation coefficients for all variables used in the study. The three predictor 
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Table 2. Intercorrelation matrix for high school rank, mood, family relationship, 
adjustment, and GPA variables 
Variables N 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
1. HS Rank 61 
2. Mood 66 .18 
3. Family 66 .00 -.20 
4. Social 66 .02 -.41** .12 
5. Personal 66 .00 -.73** .30* .48** 
6. Academic 66 .16 -.26* .14 .52** .40* * 
7. Overall 66 .10 -.50** .20 .80** .70* * .87** Î I 00 66 .28* -.10 -.04 .16 .30* . .37** .36** 
9. End-yr GPA 66 .34** -.17 .07 .18 .32* * .50** .45** .83 
Means 70.57 24.41 16.95 118.70 82.45 137.41 395.30 2.46 2.46 
Standard deviations 20.90 14.57 5.08 16.31 17.43 27.45 55.96 .83 .74 
Alphas .85 .80 .78 .78 .90 .92 
* p < .05 
** p < .01 
variables, high school rank, mood disturbance, and family relationship, were not significantly 
correlated. Therefore, no multicollinearity issues were addressed. However, it should be 
noted that the family relationship and mood disturbance variables did have a small .20 
correlation at the .10 significance level indicating they were different, yet somewhat related, 
variables. The outcome variables, except for social adjustment and end-of-year GPA, were all 
significantly correlated at a moderate to high level. 
As expected from the literature reviewed, high school rank showed a significant 
positive relationship with both first-term and end-of-year GPA at a moderate level. A higher 
high school rank was associated with higher first-term and end-of-year GPA. Evidence, 
therefore, was provided that this variable should be controlled when determining the family 
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relationship variable's effect on GPA. Unexpected, however, was the lack of a significant 
correlation between high school rank and any of the college adjustment outcome measures. 
Scatterplots agreed with the low correlation results and did not indicate any curvilinear or 
unusual relationship pattern. However, it should be noted that the high school rank variable 
did have a slight negative skew to its distribution. 
The mood disturbance variable was significantly related to all college adjustment 
outcome variables with a moderate to high correlation. Again, this confirmed the need to 
control for this factor in order to get a true picture of the influence the family relationship 
variable has on the adjustment outcome measures. Since mood disturbance was coded so that 
high scores indicated negative mood, the negative correlations were anticipated. A higher 
negative mood was associated with lower overall, social, personal-emotional, and academic 
college adjustment. However, contrary to expectations, mood disturbance was not related to 
either first-term or end-of-year GPA. Again, scatterplots validated this lack of relationship 
and did not suggest any unusual or curvilinear pattern. 
Hypothesis 1. Hypothesis 1 proposed that there will be a significant and positive 
relationship between family relationship dynamics and first-generation college students' : (a) 
overall college adjustment, (b) academic adjustment, (c) GPA, (d) social adjustment, and (e) 
personal-emotional adjustment. The bivariate correlation between the family relationship 
variable and outcome measures provided support for Hypothesis le only. A significant 
moderate positive correlation was found between family relationship dynamics and personal-
emotional college adjustment for these students. Thus, students with a higher positive family 
relationship dynamic also tended to score higher on personal-emotional college adjustment. 
However, no significant correlation with family relationship was found for the other 
adjustment measures or student GPA results. Thus, Hypotheses la through Id were not 
supported. Scatterplots confirmed these results. The family relationship variable did correlate 
with the overall college adjustment measure at a small .20 level for p=.10. 
Hierarchical regression analyses. Hierarchical regression analyses were used for this 
research project, as defined by Cohen and Cohen (1983), whereby the sequence in which the 
predictor variables enter the regression equation are specified in advance as determined by 
the logic of the research. The purpose of this hierarchical ordering is to remove any possible 
confounding effects of previously entered variables so that the predictor of interest's, in this 
case the family relationship dynamic, true effect can be tested upon the outcome variables, 
overall college adjustment, academic adjustment, end-of-year GPA, social adjustment, and 
personal-emotional adjustment. Therefore, to determine the unique effect of the family 
relationship variable, a sequential or ordered model with alpha set at .05 was used with 
listwise deletion for missing variables. High school rank and mood disturbance were 
controlled by entering them before adding the family relationship variable. High school rank 
was entered first as a prior achievement control variable with a moderate correlation to end-
of-year GPA. Mood disturbance was entered second in order to partial out its influence prior 
to determining the impact of the family relationship variable. Mood had a moderate to high 
correlation with all the college adjustment measures. 
The impact of each predictor variable upon the college adjustment measures and GPA 
was determined by examining the incremental variance at each step of the regression 
attributable to each of them. The amount of additional significant variance accounted for by a 
newly entered variable into the regression equation provided evidence for a main effect 
(Cohen & Cohen, 1983). Several tables are used to present the results of the hierarchical 
regression analyses. Reported beta weights and changes in R2 reflect the order of presentation 
within the regression and represent incremental effects attributable to each variable, after the 
others at previous steps were partialed out (Cohen & Cohen, 1983). 
Hypothesis 2. Hypothesis 2 stated that family relationship dynamics will have a 
significant main effect, beyond prior academic achievement, in explaining for first-generation 
college students the variance in: (a) overall college adjustment, (b) academic adjustment, (c) 
GPA, (d) social adjustment, and (e) personal-emotional adjustment. Table 3 shows the 
hierarchical regression for high school rank and family relationship dynamics on the outcome 
variables, overall college adjustment, academic adjustment, social adjustment, personal-
emotional adjustment, and GPA. The regression results found support for Hypothesis 2e. 
Family relationship dynamics did have a significant main effect, beyond prior academic 
achievement, in explaining for first-generation college students the variance in personal-
emotional adjustment. This model accounted for 12% of the variance with F(2,58)=3.80, 
p=.03 and indicated that a positive family relationship dynamic was associated with higher 
personal-emotional adjustment. The high school rank variable did not reach significance. 
Hypotheses 2a through 2d did not find support. Family relationship dynamics did not add a 
significant increment to the explanation of overall college adjustment, academic adjustment, 
social adjustment, or GPA. It should be noted that a main effect on overall college adjustment 
barely missed significance for the family relationship variable with a beta and R2 change 
significance level at p=.07. However, the model accounted for only 6% of the explained 
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Table 3. Summary of hierarchical regression analysis for high school rank and family 
relationship variables on college adjustment measures and GPA (N=61) 
Outcome variable 
and predictor variables 
in order of entry Beta t Rechange F change Adj R2 R2 
Overall Adj 
HS Rank .10 .79 .01 .60 -.01 .01 
Family .23 1.82 .05 3.33 .03 .06 
Academic Adj 
HS Rank .16 1.28 .03 1.62 .01 .03 
Family .16 1.27 .03 1.62 .02 .05 
End Year GPA 
HS Rank .34 2.74** .11 7.57** .10 .11 
Family .11 .88 .01 .76 .10 .12 
Social Adj 
HS Rank .02 .18 .00 .03 -.02 .00 
Family .14 1.06 .02 1.11 -.01 .02 
Personal Adj 
HS Rank .00 -.01 .00 .00 -.02 .00 
Family .34 2.76** .12 7.60** .08 .12 
* p < .05 
** p < .01 
variance with F(2,58)=1.98, p=1.5. The only other model to reach significance was high 
school rank and family relationship on end-of-year GPA with F(2,58)=4.16, p=.O2 and a 12% 
overall explained variance, but the family relationship variable did not add a significant 
increment to the explanation over and above that accounted for by high school rank. A higher 
high school rank was predictive of a higher end-of-year GPA. 
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Hypothesis 3. Hypothesis 3 posited that psychological coping will have a significant 
main effect, beyond prior academic achievement, in explaining for first-generation college 
students the variance in: (a) overall college adjustment, (b) academic adjustment, (c) GPA, 
(d) social adjustment, and (e) personal-emotional adjustment. The hierarchical regression 
analysis shown in Table 4 for high school rank and mood disturbance variables on college 
adjustment measures and GPA demonstrate support for Hypotheses 3a, 3b, 3d, and 3e. 
Table 4. Summary of hierarchical regression analysis for high school rank and mood 
disturbance variables on college adjustment measures and GPA (N=61) 
Outcome variable 
and predictor variables 
in order of entry Beta t Rechange F change Adj R2 R2 
Overall Adj 
HS Rank .19 
Mood -.49 
Academic Adj 
HS Rank .21 
Mood -.26 
End Year GPA 
HS Rank .37 
Mood -.17 
Social Adj 
HS Rank .09 
Mood -.39 
Personal Adj 
HS Rank .13 
Mood -.73 
1.61 
-4.22** 
.01 
.23 
.60 
17.78** 
-.01 
.22 
.01 
.24 
1.64 
-2.02* 
.03 
.06 
1.62 
4.08* 
.01 
.06 
.03 
.09 
2.97** 
-1.36 
.11 
.03 
7.57** 
1.85 
.10 
.11 
. 11  
.14 
.74 
-3.13** 
.00 
.14 
.03 
9.82** 
-.02 
.12 
.00 
.14 
1.37 
-7.88** 
.00 
.52 
.00 
62.13** 
-.02 
.50 
.00 
.52 
* p < .05 
** p < .01 
Psychological coping was shown to have a significant main effect, beyond prior academic 
achievement, in explaining for first-generation college students the variance in overall college 
adjustment, academic adjustment, social adjustment, and personal-emotional adjustment. The 
models with the two variables, high school rank and mood disturbance entered, accounted for 
52% of the variance in personal-emotional adjustment with F(2,58)=31.07, pc.Ol, 24% of the 
variance in overall college adjustment with F(2,58)=9.28, p<.01, and 14% of the variance in 
social adjustment with F(2,58)=4.93, p=.01. Though the mood disturbance predictor provided 
a significant increment in the model for academic adjustment, the overall model explaining 
9% of the variance in academic adjustment barely failed to reach significance with 
F(2,58)=2.89, p=.06. The mood disturbance variable did not provide a significant incremental 
effect on end-of-year GPA. The full model did reach significance for an explained variance of 
14% in GPA with F(2,58)=4.77, p=.01, but high school rank was the only significant 
predictor. Higher high school rank was associated with higher end-of-year GPA. On all other 
outcome measures, high school rank was not a significant contributor with only mood 
disturbance demonstrating a significant incremental main effect. Lower negative mood was 
predictive of higher overall college adjustment, academic adjustment, social adjustment and 
personal-emotional adjustment. 
Hypothesis 4. Hypothesis 4 proposed that family relationship dynamics will have a 
significant main effect beyond prior academic achievement and psychological coping in 
explaining the variance for first-generation college students in: (a) overall college adjustment, 
(b) academic adjustment, (c) GPA, (d) social adjustment, and (e) personal-emotional 
adjustment. The results of the final hierarchical regression analysis, controlling for prior 
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academic achievement and psychological coping, are presented in Table 5. The overall model 
containing the two control variables along with the family relationship predictor accounted 
for 55% of the variance in personal-emotional adjustment with F(3,57)=22.84, pc.Ol, 26% of 
the variance in overall college adjustment with F(3,57)=6.54, pc.Ol, 15% of the variance in 
Table 5. Summary of hierarchical regression analysis for variables predicting college 
adjustment measures and GPA (N=61) 
Outcome variable 
and predictor variables 
in order of entry Beta t Rechange F change Adj R2 R2 
Overall Adj 
HS Rank .18 1.56 .01 .60 -.01 .01 
Mood -.46 -3.84** .23 17.78** .22 .24 
Family .12 1.03 .01 1.05 .22 .26 
Academic Adj 
HS Rank .20 1.60 .03 1.62 .01 .03 
Mood -.23 -1.75 .06 4.08* .06 .09 
Family .11 .83 .01 .68 .05 .10 
End Year GPA 
HS Rank .36 2.92** .11 7.57** .10 .11 
Mood -.15 -1.17 .03 1.85 .11 .14 
Family .07 .56 .00 .32 .10 .15 
Social Adj 
HS Rank .09 .72 .00 .03 -.02 .00 
Mood -.38 -2.92** .14 9.82** .12 .14 
Family .05 .37 .00 .14 .10 .15 
Personal Adj 
HS Rank .12 1.31 .00 .00 -.02 .00 
Mood -.69 -7.35** .52 62.13** .50 .52 
Family .18 1.90 .03 3.60 .52 .55 
* p c .05 
** p c .01 
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end-of-year GPA with F(3,57)=3.25, p=.03, and 15% of the variance in social adjustment 
with F(3,57)=3.28, p=.03. The model for academic adjustment explained 10% of the 
variance, but did not quite reach significance with F(3,57)=2.15, p=.10. The percent of 
explained variance for these outcomes was largely accounted for by the mood disturbance 
variable in the full model since it was the only one to demonstrate a significant main effect 
for overall college adjustment, academic adjustment, social adjustment, and personal-
emotional adjustment. Lower negative mood was associated with higher college adjustment 
on these variables. High school rank was the only predictor producing a significant main 
effect for GPA with higher high school rank predicting higher end-of-year GPA. Out of the 
15% explained variance for this outcome, 11% was attributed to high school rank. 
The family relationship variable did not add a significant increment to the model for 
any of the outcome measures and, thus, showed no significant main effects. Therefore, 
Hypothesis 4a through 4e was not supported. Family relationship dynamics did not have a 
significant main effect beyond academic achievement and psychological coping in explaining 
the variance for first-generation college students in overall college adjustment, academic 
adjustment, GPA, social adjustment, or personal-emotional adjustment. It should be noted, 
however, that a main effect on personal-emotional adjustment barely missed significance for 
the family relationship variable with a beta and R2 change significance level at p=.06. 
However, the additional explained variance was only 3%. Since family relationship dynamics 
did show a significant main effect on personal-emotional adjustment when controlling only 
prior academic achievement, the important influence of psychological coping on college 
students' adjustment was seen. This demonstrates the need to control for such a variable in 
the future in order to get an accurate account of the influence of other predictors when 
exploring college adjustment issues. 
Though a relatively small sample size was used for these regression analyses (N=61), a 
statistical power of at least .80 was reached, using the percentage of variance explained at 
alpha .05 with 3 degrees of freedom from the table in Murphy and Myors (2004, p. 151), for 
overall adjustment and personal-emotional adjustment, with slightly less statistical power for 
GPA and social adjustment. Academic adjustment was the only analysis whose outcome must 
be interpreted cautiously due to inadequate statistical power. The regression analyses for 
Table 4 also showed overall and personal-emotional adjustment to have statistical power of at 
least .80 and GPA and social adjustment slightly less. Again, academic adjustment did not 
have adequate power for confident interpretation. These were based on 2 degrees of freedom, 
percentage of variance explained and alpha .05 as well (Murphy & Myors, 2004, p. 151). 
Lastly, none of the analyses in Table 3 using high school rank and family relationship as the 
predictor variables produced sufficient statistical power to be confident that the non­
significant results were, in fact, true. These, too, were based on 2 degrees of freedom, 
percentage of explained variance and alpha .05 (Murphy & Myors, 2004, p. 151). 
Several further comments should be made regarding the results of the regression 
analyses. The standard deviation for GPA indicated a somewhat restricted range for this 
particular sample so results may be lower than what would otherwise be seen. A boxplot also 
uncovered two outlier scores for GPA, though the standardized residuals did not reach 3.3 as 
defined for an outlier (Tabachnick & Fidell, 1996) and, when the regression analysis was run 
with the outlier scores deleted for the full model that included high school rank, mood, and 
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family relationship as predictors, no appreciable difference in outcome was found for GPA 
with F (3,55)=3.52, p=.02 and R2=.16 instead of R2=.15. Cook's distance did not demonstrate 
any outliers with an influence score larger than 1.00 and no multivariate outliers were 
evidenced with a Mahalanobis distance above the critical value of 13.81 for 2 degrees of 
freedom and 16. 27 for 3 degrees of freedom, p=.001 (Tabachnick & Fidell, 1996, p. 846). 
Therefore, no adjustments were made for any outlier scores. All residual plots met reasonable 
expectations in terms of linearity, homoscedasticity, and normality. 
Post-hoc Analyses 
A post-hoc hierarchical regression analysis was completed with the demographic 
variables of gender, school size, and student of color status entered as a block in the first step 
of each of the regression equations on the outcome variables, overall college adjustment, 
academic adjustment, social adjustment, personal-emotional adjustment, and GPA. Alpha 
was set at .05 and the demographic variables were dummy coded so that responses equated 
with female students of color from large schools. Two of the earlier i tests comparing scores 
on the predictor and criterion measures by demographic variables had produced a large eta 
squared for high school rank with students of color and school size. The students of color 
result reached significance. Since the statistical power of these results was based on an 
arbitrarily assigned large effect size and since the statistical power of the hierarchical 
regression for the full model with high school rank, mood, and family relationship was 
sufficient for all but the academic adjustment outcome, it was determined that a further 
analysis to ensure that none of the demographic variables made a significant contribution to 
the prediction of the outcome measures was in order. 
The results of the regression analysis for this block of demographic variables are 
shown in Table 6. Gender, student of color status, and school size did not produce a 
significant contribution to the model on overall college adjustment, academic adjustment, 
personal-emotional adjustment, social adjustment, or GPA. The largest contribution obtained 
was an R2 change of .10 for social adjustment and .09 for GPA. However, neither of these 
reached significance with a p=.13 and p=.16 respectively. It should be noted that the 
statistical power for all but the academic adjustment variable in this regression analysis was 
sufficient with power at least .80 given the percent of explained variance, 6 degrees of 
freedom, and alpha of .05 (Murphy and Myors, 2004, p. 151). 
The moderate standardized regression coefficient for students of color reached 
significance for its contribution to the regression equation with overall college adjustment, 
social adjustment, and personal-emotional adjustment. Being a student of color was 
associated with higher overall college adjustment, social adjustment and personal-emotional 
adjustment. The moderate beta results for school size reached significance for GPA and 
social adjustment as well. Larger schools were associated with lower social adjustment and 
higher end-of-year GPA. Though the full model with the demographic variables, high school 
rank, mood disturbance and family relationship variables entered reached significance for all 
but the academic adjustment outcome, the difference between the R2 and Adjusted R2 clearly 
indicated that too many variables were in the prediction equation. While the R2 for this 
regression model showed at least a 6% increase in explained variance for each outcome 
variable over the model without the demographic variables, the Adjusted R2 difference was 
considerably lower with a typical difference of .03. However, for GPA the Adjusted R2 
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Table 6. Summary of hierarchical regression analysis for variables predicting college 
adjustment measures and GPA with demographic variables added (N=60) 
Outcome variable 
and predictor variables 
in order of entry Beta t Rechange F change AdjR: R-
Overall Adj F (6,53)=4.24, p<.01 
Gender .11 .92 
School Size -.08 -.66 
Students of Color .28 1.97* .04 .69 -.02 .04 
HS Rank .32 2.46** .04 2.46 .01 .08 
Mood -.47 -3.94** .24 18.48** .25 .31 
Family .12 .98 .01 .96 .25 .32 
Academic Adj F (6,53)=1.78, p=.12 
Gender .07 .52 
School Size .11 2.81 
Students of Color .20 1.24 .02 .36 -.03 .02 
HS Rank .35 2.43* .07 4.35* .02 .09 
Mood -.24 -1.86 .07 4.40* .08 .16 
Family .09 .72 .01 .52 .07 .17 
End Year GPA F(6,53)=3.26, p<.01 
Gender .20 1.55 
School Size .33 2.50* 
Students of Color -.09 -.62 .09 1.79 .04 .09 
HS Rank .47 3.45** .14 10.27** .18 .23 
Mood -.19 -1.55 .04 2.77 .20 .27 
Family .03 .24 .00 .06 .19 .27 
Social Adj F(6,53)=2.82, p=.02 
Gender .00 .03 
School Size -.28 -2.05* 
Students of Color .36 2.38* .10 1.99 .05 .10 
HS Rank .18 1.34 .01 .64 .04 .11 
Mood -.36 -2.83** .13 9.32** .17 .24 
Family .06 .49 .00 .24 .16 .24 
Personal Adj F(6,53)=14.15, pc.Ol 
Gender .10 1.12 
School Size -.15 -1.54 
Students of Color .27 2.53** .04 .87 -.01 .04 
HS Rank .22 2.24* .01 .33 -.02 .05 
Mood -.70 -7.84** .53 69.38** .55 .58 
Family .18 2.08* .03 4.30* .57 .62 
* p < .05 
** p < .01 
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increased to .19 from .10 with the addition of the demographic variables and for social 
adjustment there was an increase from .10 to .16. Again, these did not reach significance for 
p=.05. 
Even though prior academic achievement measures in the literature have been found to 
correlate with college adjustment variables (Brooks & DuBois, 1995; Cutrona et al., 1994; 
Pass & Tubman, 2002; Larose et al., 1998; Ting, 1998), high school rank in this study was 
not well linked to any of the adjustment variables in the primary analyses other than GPA. 
Therefore, a post-hoc hierarchical regression analysis was performed with first-term GPA 
added into the equation, following high school rank, to determine if knowledge of this 
performance variable would significantly increase the prediction of the outcome variables, 
overall college adjustment, academic adjustment, social adjustment, personal-emotional 
adjustment, and GPA. Alpha was again set at .05. These results are presented in Table 7. 
The overall model containing the three control variables of high school rank, first-term 
GPA, and psychological coping along with the family relationship predictor accounted for 
71% of the variance in end-of-year GPA with F(4,56)=34.49, p<.01, 59% of the variance in 
personal-emotional adjustment with F(4,56)=20.21, pc.Ol, 32% of the variance in overall 
college adjustment with F(4,56)=6.73, pc.Ol, 19% of the variance in academic adjustment 
with F(4,56)=3.19, p=.02, and 16% of the variance in social adjustment with F(4,56)=2.6O, 
p=.05. Therefore, all models reached significance with first-term GPA added unlike the 
models with only high school rank entered for the prior academic achievement measure. The 
mood disturbance and first-term GPA variables both produced significant main effects for 
overall college adjustment and academic adjustment. Higher first-term GPA was associated 
85 
Table 7. Summary of hierarchical regression analysis for variables predicting college 
adjustment measures and GPA with first-term GPA added as a control (N=61) 
Outcome variable 
and predictor variables 
in order of entry Beta t Rechange F change Adj R2 R2 
Overall Adj 
HS Rank .10 .87 .01 .60 -.01 .01 
1st term GPA .27 2.39* .08 5.02* .06 .09 
Mood -.45 -3.89** .22 18.32** .27 .31 
Family .12 1.08 .01 1.18 .28 .32 
Academic Adj 
HS Rank .12 .90 .03 1.62 .01 .03 
1st term GPA .30 2.40* .09 5.89* .09 .12 
Mood -.22 -1.72 .06 4.01* .13 .17 
Family .11 .88 .01 .77 .13 .19 
End Year GPA 
HS Rank .14 1.78 .11 7.57** .10 .11 
1st term GPA .78 10.47** .57 106.58** .68 .69 
Mood -.12 -1.57 .02 3.52 .69 .71 
Family .08 1.03 .00 1.05 .69 .71 
Social Adj 
HS Rank .06 .46 .00 .03 -.02 .00 
1st term GPA .10 .78 .01 .73 -.02 .01 
Mood -.37 -2.88** .14 9.54** .11 .16 
Family .05 .38 .00 .14 .10 .16 
Personal Adj 
HS Rank .06 .60 .00 .00 -.02 .00 
1st term GPA .22 2.48* .06 3.55 .02 .06 
Mood -.68 -7.56** .50 65.53** .54 .56 
Family .18 2.00* .03 4.00* .56 .59 
* p < .05 
** p < .01 
with higher overall college adjustment and lower negative mood was also related to higher 
overall adjustment. Mood disturbance and family relationship contributed significant main 
effects for personal-emotional adjustment with first-term GPA almost reaching a significant 
main effect at p=.06. Lower negative mood and higher positive family relationship dynamics 
were both associated with higher personal-emotional adjustment. High school rank and first-
term GPA both showed main effects for end-of-year GPA. Mood disturbance nearly reached 
a significant main effect with end-of-year GPA as well with p=.07. Higher high school rank 
and first-term GPA were both predictive of higher end-of-year GPA. The only predictor 
providing a significant main effect for social adjustment was the mood disturbance variable 
where a lower negative mood related to higher social adjustment. 
With the addition of the first-term GPA as an academic achievement variable, the 
family relationship variable did now add a significant increment to the model for the 
personal-emotional adjustment outcome. Thus, a significant main effect was found to support 
Hypothesis 4e where family relationship dynamics did have a significant main effect beyond 
academic achievement and psychological coping in explaining the variance for first-
generation college students in personal-emotional adjustment. However, the additional 
explained variance beyond the psychological coping variable was only 3%. Again, 
confirming the important influence of psychological coping on college students' adjustment 
and the need to control for such a variable in the future when seeking an accurate account of 
the influence of other predictors on college adjustment measures. 
A relatively small sample size was again used for this regression analysis (N=61) with 
degrees of freedom increased to 4, however, the statistical power of at least .80 was reached 
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using the percentage of variance explained at alpha .05 from the table in Murphy and Myors 
(2004, p. 151) for all the outcome variables. R2 was reasonably close to Adjusted R2, 
indicating a fairly good fit for the variables in the regression equations. High school rank and 
first-term GPA did have a small to moderate correlation with each other and this 
multicollinearity may have reduced results somewhat. However, the addition of the first-term 
GPA variable did substantially increase prediction for the academic variables. Not 
surprisingly, explained variance for end-of-year GPA increased from 15% (Adj R2.10) to 
71% (Adj R2 .69) with high school rank and first-term GPA explaining 69%. Academic 
adjustment went from an explained variance of 10% (Adj R2 .05) with the three variable 
model to an explained variance of 19% (Adj R2.13) for the four variable predictor model that 
included first-term GPA. High school rank and first-term GPA explained 12% of this 
variance with mood disturbance adding an additional 5%. With first-term GPA in the model, 
overall college adjustment had a 32% explained variance (Adj R2.28) compared to a 26% 
explained variance (Adj R2.22) with the three variable model. High school rank and first-
term GPA accounted for 9% of this. Personal-emotional adjustment did have a 6% explained 
variance from high school rank and first-term GPA as well, increasing explained variance 
from 55% (Adj R2 .52) for the three predictor model to 59% (Adj R2.56) for the model 
including first-term GPA. For both overall college adjustment and personal-emotional 
adjustment, the mood disturbance variable still accounted for the majority of the explained 
variance, however. Social adjustment did not show any appreciable gain with the addition of 
the fourth predictor to the equation model. R2 prior to the addition of first-term GPA was 
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15% (Adj R2.10) and after it was included 16% of the variance was explained with Adj R2 
.10 again. 
All residual plots for the four predictor model regression analysis met reasonable 
expectations in terms of linearity, homoscedasticity, and normality. Cook's distance did not 
demonstrate any outliers and no multivariate outliers were evidenced with a Mahalanobis 
distance above the critical value of 18.47 for 4 degrees of freedom, p=.001 (Tabachnick & 
Fidell, 1996, p. 846). 
Discussion 
Bivariate correlations showed that, for first-year first-generation college students, 
positive family relationship dynamics were associated with higher personal-emotional college 
adjustment. Family relationship dynamics, however, were not correlated with social 
adjustment, academic adjustment, GPA, or overall college adjustment for these students. 
Higher prior academic achievement did relate to higher GPA and students with better 
psychological coping were found to have higher personal-emotional, academic, social, and 
overall college adjustment. 
In the hierarchical regression analyses, positive family relationship dynamics explained 
12% of the variance in personal-emotional college adjustment, even after controlling for prior 
academic achievement. Higher personal-emotional adjustment was associated with positive 
family relationship dynamics. However, the family relationship variable no longer reached 
significance after adding psychological coping as a second control variable following high 
school rank. For social adjustment, academic adjustment, and overall college adjustment, 
only psychological coping provided a significant contribution to the explained variance. 
Better psychological coping was related to higher adjustment in these areas. Psychological 
coping, after controlling for prior academic achievement, explained 24% of the variance in 
overall adjustment, 14% of the variance in social adjustment and 52% of the variance in 
personal-emotional adjustment. Prior academic achievement was the only significant 
contributor to the explained variance for GPA. High school academic achievement explained 
11% of the variance in GPA with a higher high school rank associated with a higher GPA. 
The full model containing the two control variables, prior academic achievement and 
psychological coping, plus the family relationship variable reached significance at alpha .05 
for all but the academic adjustment outcome measure. Academic adjustment had a p=. 10 
significance level for the regression model and psychological coping provided the only main 
effect with 9% of the explained variance. 
With the addition of another prior academic achievement variable, first-term GPA, 
following high school rank in a post-hoc hierarchical regression, explained variance for end-
of-year GPA increased to 71%, overall adjustment went up to 32%, personal-emotional 
adjustment to 59%, and academic adjustment now reached significance at 19%. Though all 
full models with the 4 predictor variables reached significance, first-term GPA did not make 
an appreciable gain in explained variance for social adjustment. A small contribution was 
made by first-term GPA to the prediction of personal-emotional adjustment, though this did 
not reach significance for a main effect. However, the family relationship variable did now 
show a small 3% significant contribution to the explained variance in personal-emotional 
adjustment for these first-year first-generation college students, after controlling for both 
prior academic achievement variables and psychological coping. 
Results appear to show that knowledge of a student's first-term GPA and level of 
psychological coping provide the best indicator of college adjustment with family 
relationship dynamics and high school rank contributing marginally to additional explained 
variance. Though adequate statistical power was not found in all of the primary regression 
analyses to be confident in the interpretation for some of the non-significant findings, 
sufficient power was available in the 4 predictor model that included first-term GPA for all 
outcome variables. All full models reached significance and indicated a significant main 
effect for first-term GPA and psychological coping on overall college adjustment and 
academic adjustment, a significant main effect for high school rank and first-term GPA on 
end-of-year GPA, a significant main effect for psychological coping and family relationship 
dynamics on personal-emotional adjustment, and a significant main effect for psychological 
coping on social adjustment. One caution should be mentioned regarding these results, 
however. The regression findings may have been influenced by the fact that all but one of the 
criterion measures was at least moderately correlated with one another. 
An additional post-hoc hierarchical regression analysis including the demographic 
variables of school size, student of color status, and gender, dummy coded and entered first 
into the equation, produced no significant main effects for these as predictors for the college 
adjus tment  and  GPA measures .  The  la rges t  cont r ibut ions  obta ined  were  an  R 2  change  of .  10  
for social adjustment and .09 for GPA with a p=. 13 and p=. 16 respectively. School size 
produced a significant beta for both with students from larger schools having higher GPA 
than those from smaller ones and students from smaller schools showing higher social 
adjustment than those from larger ones. Since the statistical power of these regression 
equations were sufficient for confident interpretation of non-significant results and since the 
school size factor seems to serve little practical purpose in helping students to be successful 
at the school they have chosen to attend, these additional demographic variables do not 
appear to be necessary to interpretation of the adjustment outcomes for these first-year first-
generation students. It should be noted, though, that student of color status also produced a 
significant beta where students of color had higher social adjustment than white students. 
In summary, only Hypothesis le, 2e, and 4e were supported for the family relationship 
variable. Positive family relationship dynamics showed a significant association with only the 
personal -emotional college adjustment outcome and not social or academic ones. Several 
factors may be responsible for these results. It may be that students felt hesitant to accurately 
depict their true level of family discord and, therefore, a smaller relationship between this 
variable and college outcomes were found. With the small sample size used in this study, a 
smaller relationship would be harder to pick up. Or perhaps, the fact that these first-year first-
generation students were already in a support program that provided a "family atmosphere" 
for them while at college helped to mediate any negative impact that their immediate family 
dynamics had on their adjustment. The restriction in range for the GPA outcome variable 
may also have prevented a smaller relationship between family relationship dynamics and 
true academic outcome to be found. Additionally, the long student questionnaire used may 
have produced fatigue on the part of the students, preventing them from providing a thorough 
response to each question so that a complete and accurate association was unable to be 
formed. It may also be that family relationships simply impact only the student's more 
personal or emotional feelings and adjustment to college and not the more indirect social and 
academic areas, as these results would tend to imply. 
Hypotheses 3a, 3b, 3d, and 3e were supported for the psychological coping variable. 
Positive psychological coping, as measured by lower negative mood, was associated with 
higher overall college adjustment, academic adjustment, social adjustment, and personal-
emotional adjustment. Psychological coping did not provide a significant main effect for end-
of-year GPA, with prior academic achievement, again, producing the only significant 
predictor for this variable. Similarly to the family relationship variable, possible reasons for 
this result may be that the small sample size or restriction in range for the GPA variable 
prevented a small effect from showing up. Perhaps measurement error due to fatigue from 
completing a long questionnaire created an inaccurate result or maybe psychological coping 
and student mood are only related to the more general student adjustment outcomes and not a 
specific academic measure such as GPA. 
A final issue to address was the unexpected lack of association found between the 
prior academic achievement variable, high school rank, and any of the college adjustment 
measures, besides GPA. High school rank seems to be becoming an increasingly obsolete 
measure for prior academic achievement as more high schools decline to even report this for 
their students. High schools argue that high school rank is a less than meaningful measure. 
Students from either economically or academically poorer schools may graduate with a high 
rank which does not necessarily equate with academic preparedness. Students with similar 
academic achievement may have very different high school ranks depending upon what 
school they went to. A more academically rigorous high school may produce a lower high 
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school rank for a student, but this student may actually be better prepared for college than a 
student from another school with a higher rank who went to a less academically difficult high 
school. The lack of results found in this study for high school rank and the more general 
college adjustment measures may be evidence of this phenomenon. 
First-term GPA, another prior academic achievement measure, did show the expected 
positive relationship with academic adjustment and overall adjustment as well as end-of-year 
GPA. Support, therefore, was provided for the validity that these more general academic 
adjustment measures were measuring what they should, given that the expected association 
was found when the more specific first-term GPA, as the prior academic achievement 
measure, was used. This, again, then leads to the conclusion that perhaps high school rank is 
not a meaningful academic achievement measure for these low-income first-year first-
generation college students. It should be noted that, even with first-term GPA used, prior 
academic achievement still was not related to the personal-emotional or social adjustment 
aspects of college life. Prior academic performance only predicted adjustment in the 
academic areas of a college student's life. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
This study explored the relationship between family relationship dynamics and college 
student adjustment measures for first-year first-generation college students attending four-
year schools in the mid-west. Positive family relationship dynamics were predictive of 
positive personal-emotional adjustment, over and above that accounted for by prior academic 
achievement and psychological coping, for these college students. However, the amount of 
additional explained variance was only 3% with psychological coping accounting for 56% of 
the variance. With only prior academic achievement controlled, family relationship dynamics 
was predictive of 12% of the variance in student personal-emotional college adjustment. 
Family relationship interaction was not associated with academic or social adjustment 
outcomes. Psychological coping provided a significant main effect, after partialing out prior 
academic achievement, for student social adjustment, academic adjustment, personal-
emotional adjustment and overall adjustment. Lower negative mood was associated with 
higher adjustment. Student prior academic achievement was also positively related to 
academic adjustment, overall adjustment and student end-of-year GPA. 
Results, in this research study, showing that positive family relationship dynamics were 
associated with personal-emotional college adjustment were similar to previous research 
identifying a positive relationship between personal-emotional adjustment and family 
interactions (Bradford & Lyddon, 1993; Haemmerlie et al., 1994, Kalsner & Pistole, 2003; 
Lapsley & Edgerton, 2002; Lapsley et al., 1989; Rice & Whaley, 1994; Rice et al., 1995; 
Rodriguez & Bernstein, 1995; Soucy & Larose, 2000; Wintre & Sugar, 2000). These results 
confirm Rice's (1990) meta-analytic review which showed a fairly consistent positive 
relationship with family dynamics and emotional adjustment, while an inconsistent one was 
found for other college adjustment outcomes. Finding this result in the current study broadens 
the college population that this has been found true for since other research has not used a 
population of low-income first-generation ethnically diverse students as was done here. Since 
the low-income first-generation students in this study were already part of a support program 
through their university, the results may be even more profound for other first-generation 
students without a university support system in place. 
Previous research showed mixed results for the relationship between family dynamics 
and other college outcomes such as academic, social, and overall adjustment as well as for 
CPA. Some reported a positive association between family interactions and academic 
outcomes (Bradford & Lyddon, 1993; Hickman et al., 2000; Kenny & Donaldson, 1992; 
Protinsky & Gilkey, 1996; Rice & Whaley, 1994; Rice et al., 1995; Strage & Brandt, 1999; 
Wintre & Sugar, 2000), while others showed none for academic adjustment (Lapsley et al., 
1989; Martin et al., 1999) or GPA (Fass & Tubman, 2002; Hickman et al., 2000). Social 
adjustment was found to be positively related to family relationship dynamics for several 
studies (Bradford & Lyddon, 1993; Kalsner & Pistole, 2003; Lapsley & Edgerton, 2002; 
Lapsley et al., 1989; Rice & Whaley, 1994; Rice et al., 1995; Wintre & Sugar, 2000), but not 
for others (Hickman et al., 2000; Martin et al., 1999; Rodriguez & Bernstein, 1995). Finally, 
overall college adjustment was positively related to family relationship dynamics in some 
research (Haemmerlie et al., 1994; Kenny & Donaldson, 1992; Protinsky & Gilkey, 1996; 
Rodriguez & Bernstein, 1995) and unrelated to it in others (Hickman et al., 2000; Lopez et 
al., 1986; Martin et al., 1999; Palladino-Schultheiss & Blustein, 1994b; Rice et al., 1990; 
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Wintre & Yaffe, 2000). The results in the current research study may help clarify these 
conflicting findings. 
For the present study, family relationship dynamics were not found to be related to 
academic adjustment, end-of-year GPA, overall adjustment or social adjustment after 
controlling for both prior academic achievement and student psychological coping. While 
previous research has shown that prior academic achievement helped explain the variance in 
college student GPA (Cutrona et al., 1994; Pass & Tubman, 2002; Ting, 1998) and student 
mood or psychological coping was related to college adjustment (Feenstra et al., 2001; 
Stevens & Walker, 1996; Wintre & Yaffe, 2000), academic adjustment (Brooks & DuBois, 
1995; Kerr, 1995), personal-emotional adjustment (Brooks & DuBois, 1995) and GPA 
(Larose et al., 1998), past studies have not always controlled for both variables when 
exploring family relationship dynamics' impact on college outcomes. Given that both prior 
academic achievement and student psychological coping provided such a high percentage of 
the explained variance in adjustment outcomes for this study, failing to control for them may 
have inflated the influence of the family relationship variable or provided misleading results 
in college outcomes, previously. This may help to explain the mixed results in prior research 
where these absent factors may have confounded the real influence of the family relationship 
variable on college adjustment. This study has helped to demonstrate the importance of 
including both prior academic achievement and psychological coping variables in any study 
exploring a true relationship between family relationship dynamics and college student 
adjustment. 
For students and colleges, the importance of this research investigation is evidenced 
through the direction given for providing support to first-generation college students. Since 
first-term GPA and student mood contribute to 71 % of the variance in student end-of-year 
GPA, 56% of the variance in student personal-emotional adjustment, 32% of the variance in 
overall college adjustment, and 16% of the variance in social adjustment to college, a focus 
on improving student psychological coping and increasing a positive mood state following 
first-term GPA would be an efficient use of resources for improving student adjustment and 
retention. Though family relationship dynamics did provide a significant contribution in 
explained variance to personal-emotional adjustment, the amount was small and the more 
practical and easily measured student mood variable may provide the best starting point for 
working with students to improve adjustment. Through interactions related to student mood 
and first-term GPA issues, college professionals may also explore whether family conflicts 
are adding to difficulties in the student's personal-emotional adjustment and address these as 
needed. 
The present study contributed to current research in the field of family relationship 
dynamics and college adjustment by expanding the literature to include an ethnically diverse 
student sample of first-year first-generation college students from economically 
disadvantaged backgrounds. In addition, the current research confirmed the significant role 
played by both prior academic achievement and student psychological coping in college 
outcomes. Previous confusion over the effect of family relationship interactions on student 
adjustment may be related to the inconsistency of prior research studies in controlling for 
student mood state and prior academic achievement, given that they exert such a profound 
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impact upon student college adjustment outcomes. Future research needs to take these two 
variables into consideration when exploring college student adjustment issues if a true picture 
of the student experience is to be determined and appropriate interventions designed. While 
college student mood state provides an easily obtained measure for addressing college 
adjustment issues, college personnel would benefit from exploring family issues with college 
students who are showing poor academic adjustment or negative mood, as well, in order to 
provide additional support to students. Since the first-generation students in this study were 
already part of a university support program, the need to address the family relationship 
issues contributing to first-generation college student personal-emotional adjustment may be 
even more profound for low-income first-generation students who have no formal support 
network established at their college. 
Implications 
Traditionally, colleges and universities have offered academic support services to 
students who are at-risk academically following their first semester. These often consist of 
seminars on time management or study skills, or perhaps include required structured study 
periods or goal setting. This research study points to student mood and emotional coping as 
an important area of intervention for academic support with first-year first-generation college 
students. Focus on psychological coping resources and student mood related to academic 
performance and college adjustment has not typically been part of university designed 
academic support programs. Indications from this research provide support for the 
development of programs that incorporate this component into the early interventions for 
academically struggling students. 
Use of counseling services would, of course, be ideal where students could explore with 
a counselor feelings related to college adjustment and performance. Assisting students in 
linking performance and adjustment with feelings would help them to achieve a better 
understanding of themselves and the role that mood and coping resources play in their lives 
(Rice & Cummins, 1996). Gentle probing regarding feelings related to family and friends and 
the college adjustment process may also help to aid in identifying these as stressors that could 
be affecting the student's personal-emotional adjustment at college (Pass & Tubman, 2002). 
Awareness of these issues and identification of an active coping strategy plan to deal with 
them could greatly increase student adjustment and performance at college (Brooks & 
DuBois, 1995; Zeaet al., 1995). 
Students might even be asked to complete an adjustment survey following their first 
semester of college to be used as a starting point to discuss various areas of adjustment. 
Baker and Siryk (1999) found that 86% of students who took a 20-minute adjustment survey 
returned to talk about the results when invited. This provided an opportunity to explore 
adjustment issues with the student and, through this conversation, offer ways to help. Baker 
& Schultz (1993) also found that just talking with students about their responses to a brief 
adjustment questionnaire was enough support to improve student academic and overall 
adjustment to college as well as retention. 
Counseling center programs could be designed to develop student resources in 
emotional and interpersonal functioning that promote improved support relationships and 
coping (Moller, McCarthy, & Fouladi, 2002; Wintre & Sugar, 2000) through a focus on 
emotional counseling rather than behavioral or skills training areas (Kemp & Neimeyer, 
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1999; Kenny & Rice, 1995). Focusing intervention techniques on understanding how 
interpersonal relations and mood relate to college success and academics, in order to resolve 
student personal-emotional and socio-emotional problems that hinder college adjustment, 
would be beneficial (Kemp & Neimeyer, 1999; Rice, 1992; Turner & Berry, 2000). 
Not all students may be comfortable seeking out assistance from counselors at college 
counseling centers when struggling to adjust to the college environment. Student cultural 
differences may make counseling less of an acceptable option for some. Therefore, 
institutions would be wise to put into place other mechanisms whereby students could reach 
an understanding of the emotions related to adjustment to college and strategies for building 
up coping resources for handling these. Placing opportunities for this exploration throughout 
the university community would maximize the number of students provided this exposure. 
Student mentors, who are peers that have been through similar circumstances and can speak 
to successful mechanisms for resolving socio-emotional and academic issues without the 
stigma associated with counseling, would be an excellent resource to prevent student mood 
from plummeting to damaging levels, especially for first-generation students (Bui, 2002; 
Hertel, 2002; Olenchak & Hebert, 2002). Developing supportive relationships within the 
college community may help students see college in a positive light and through these 
interactions develop insights and useful skills for solving emotional and cognitive problems. 
Establishing these kinds of positive relationships with either student, faculty, or staff mentors 
could prevent student adjustment problems or provide coping resources to alleviate them 
(Kenny & Rice, 1995; Martin et al., 1999; Soucy & Larose, 2000). College advisors, trained 
to explore the emotional and feeling issues related to the academic issues they address with 
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struggling students, may be a vital intervention link to assist students in coping with college 
and improving adjustment through an intrusive advising process (Duggan, 2000; Thayer, 
2000). 
It may be that first-generation students do not look to family as a source of support in 
learning to cope with the college environment, so mentors may be an especially helpful 
resource for these students as an educational guide to handling the emotions related to college 
adjustment and building up the active coping skills necessary for success (Kenny & Perez, 
1996). Pairing these students with a first-generation peer mentor, doctoral student, or faculty 
member to serve as a role model could help provide the more individualized approach that 
allows them to feel like their needs are being met in the university environment. This, in turn, 
may produce the positive outlook that allows them to cope with any challenges that arise 
(Olenchak & Hebert, 2002). 
In addition to mentors from a variety of areas throughout the university, interventions 
for assisting students in understanding emotional needs impacting their college adjustment 
and developing coping resources could focus on group supports and supportive social 
communities as well (Brooks & DuBois, 1995; Thayer, 2000). Ensuring student involvement 
with informal faculty groups or student social groups could be a means through which 
students learn awareness of feelings and effective coping strategies. Interacting and 
connecting with others is a way to build confidence in one's ability to handle stressors via the 
examples provided by others (Olenchak & Hebert, 2002). Counselors, mentors, advisors, or 
other college personnel linking students with the programs or relationship connections that 
would best provide them with the sense that their needs are acknowledged and met provide 
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students and the institution with a essential retention tool (Martin et al., 1999; Thayer, 2000). 
The development of these interpersonal friendships, where a student really feels understood 
and valued, assists in the development of needed coping skills (Stevens & Walker, 1996). 
Given the finding in this research project that student mood and psychological coping 
provide a substantial amount of explained variance in college student adjustment, 
institutional intervention programs need to be designed to assist students in identifying 
current mood and level of functioning, individual coping resources, healthy coping strategy 
choices, and ways to maintain a positive attitude and self-image (Feenstra et al., 2001; Larose 
et al., 1998; Martin et al., 1999; Stevens & Walker, 1996). An emphasis on affective coping 
strategies (McCarthy et al., 2001), important relationship connections (Martin et al., 1999), 
and activities that promote self-esteem and a sense of confidence, competence, and control 
(Hickman et al., 2000; Martin et al., 1999; Strage, 1998; Thayer, 2000) will help students 
understand their environment and situation so that they feel that they have the ability to 
manage it successfully and accomplish their goals. Institutions would better serve the student 
population by changing programming away from attention to skills training interventions for 
academically struggling students to a focus on the relationship between student mood and 
college outcomes, with emotional understanding and coping resources established. Since 
family relationship dynamics did impact personal-emotional college adjustment in this study, 
advocating awareness of the link between student, family, and university interpersonal 
connections is important. Providing mentoring and support groups to aid students in self-
awareness, communicating their feelings and needs, identifying and using active coping 
strategies, and establishing a sense of confidence in their abilities and connection to the 
college environment, will facilitate the adjustment outcomes desired by higher education 
personnel. These opportunities would best be provided throughout the college campus and 
not just assigned to counseling center staff. Certainly the lead could come from counselors 
and student services staff with training provided to other personnel so that these student 
support opportunities could be integrated throughout the academic and social arenas in which 
students interact. This research study reinforced the need to concentrate on student mood and 
psychological coping as a means to improve adjustment for first-year first-generation college 
students, while still acknowledging the contribution played by family relationships to the 
personal-emotional college adjustment for these students. 
Limitations 
Since this research study used a small volunteer sample of first-generation college 
students who were participating in a Student Support Services program as its sample, it is 
limited in its generalizability. SSS programs provide opportunities for involvement and 
support beyond what is available to the general university population. Campus involvement 
and staff support have already been shown to improve adjustment and academic performance 
of college students (Terenzini et al., 1984). Therefore, the results might not be the same as for 
a first-generation student who is not involved in the type of support offered by a Student 
Support Services Program. Because of the additional support provided to the students 
participating in this project, there is the potential that small family relationship effects went 
unnoticed. These students may not have experienced the level of distress related to family 
relationship issues that would otherwise be found due to their participation in the supportive 
community environment produced in an SSS program. With the small sample size reducing 
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power to observe these potentially small effects, an accurate picture of family impact on first-
generation college adjustment may not have been determined. 
Another limitation of this research is that it utilized student self-report measures for 
college adjustment, family relationship and student mood. Only end-of-year GPA was 
obtained from an outside source. Observational data or corroborating objective measures may 
or may not have produced the same results. In addition, data were collected during the second 
semester of the school year so there is the chance that students who were having difficulties 
adjusting may have dropped out of the higher education institution after one semester and, 
therefore, were unable to be included in the final outcome results. 
A final limitation of this project is the correlational nature of the design so that cause 
and effect results cannot be determined. In addition, adjustment was measured over only a 
one year time span so the impact of the predictor variables upon adjustment measures over 
the college career is unknown. The low overall response rate, with an especially low rate for 
one particular school, makes the results even more difficult to interpret confidently. 
However, despite these limitations, the current study was able to expand the current 
field of research in the area of family relationship dynamics and college adjustment to an 
ethnically diverse and gender balanced population of low-income first-generation students 
from four-year colleges across the mid-west using reliable, valid, standardized measures. 
Individual student psychological coping remained a robust predictor of adjustment for these 
college students with family relationships also contributing to student personal-emotional 
adjustment. These results reinforced that the family relationship is still a salient factor in 
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adjustment for college students living away from home, even when powerful predictors like 
student mood and prior academic achievement are factored out first. 
Future Research 
Results from this research study provide a guide for higher education institutions in 
identifying programming and staff resources that stand the best chance of aiding first-year 
first-generation college students in adjusting to college life. Attention to psychological well-
being and affective coping strategies may be key as well as mentoring relationships that 
provide guidance in promoting self-awareness, self-esteem building, active coping skills, and 
positive meaningful interpersonal relations between students, university community 
members, and family. 
Replicating these findings with a larger sample of diverse first-generation college 
students who are not already part of a support system would aid in interpretation of results. 
Clearly, any further studies regarding family relationship dynamics and college student 
adjustment should also control for the impact of psychological coping and prior academic 
achievement in order to identify true effects of other variables. In addition, future research 
would benefit from supplementing student self-report data with other corroborating measures 
of adjustment, perhaps even including interview data to gain a better overall picture of results 
obtained. Longitudinal studies are also needed to determine whether results are limited to 
first-year adjustment or whether programming addressing these issues would see gains in 
college performance down the road as well. Practical intervention studies exploring outcomes 
before and after participation in counseling or mentoring programs would also be beneficial 
to determine the significance of the results found. Finally, research including structural 
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equation modeling for these variables would be useful in teasing out the best point for 
intervention to improve student grades. Identification of the process through which student 
psychological coping or family relationship dynamics may affect student GPA, since no 
direct effect was found, is important. For example, maybe it is student personal-emotional 
adjustment that directly impacts student end-of-year GPA, and psychological coping and 
family dynamics only indirectly influences actual academic achievement through their direct 
relationship with personal-emotional adjustment. Ideally, sorting out direct and indirect 
effects would be beneficial for improving student adjustment interventions. 
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APPENDIX A. REQUEST FOR PARTICIPATION 
October 14, 2003 
My name is Deb DeWall and I am a Ph.D. graduate student at Iowa State University 
completing my final research project towards my degree in Education. I have been employed 
as an advisor with the Student Support Services Program here for the past four years and 
would like my research to be beneficial for SSS programs and students. I would like to 
request your assistance in this project. 
My dissertation research topic is Family Relationships and College Adjustment of First-
generation College Students. I have found in my work in SSS that many of our first-
generation students have family pulls and responsibilities that make adjusting to college more 
difficult than is the case for the typical college student. I would like to determine if these 
family issues are a significant detriment to adjustment beyond already known factors, such as 
prior academic achievement and coping, so that appropriate interventions can be planned to 
assist this student population in succeeding with their higher education goals. 
In order to accomplish this research, I am asking first-year students in SSS programs to 
complete a paper and pencil survey. A copy of this proposed student survey is attached. 
Questions on the survey relate to college experiences, family relationships and feelings. The 
survey should take under an hour to complete. In addition, I would also then need to obtain 
the high school rank, first term GPA and end of year GPA for each student who returned the 
survey (permission for doing this is included on the student survey consent page). 
I would greatly appreciate it if you would allow your SSS program to be included in this 
research project. If you would be willing to participate, I would mail out the number of 
surveys needed for your first-year students Fall semester 2003. I would need one of your 
staff members to hand these out to eligible students after the first semester break period. 
Students would then place their completed surveys in a self-addressed stamped manila 
envelope that I would provide and need to have sent back to me by a staff member. At the 
end of the academic year, I would provide you with a list of the students who completed the 
survey and request that you provide their high school rank (if you have that available), first-
term GPA, and end of year cumulative GPA. 
This research project must be approved by the Iowa State University Institutional Review 
Board on the use of Human Subjects and their guidelines require that any SSS programs 
agreeing to participate in this project provide a written confirmation of their acceptance (e-
mail is acceptable). In addition, the staff member responsible for handing out and collecting 
the surveys from students would have to complete Iowa State University's online Human 
Subjects training (takes about one hour) or provide proof of Human Subjects training at their 
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own school. I would also need approval from someone at the institution granting permission 
for research to be conducted with students at the school. 
Therefore, if you would be willing to participate, please let me know by responding to this e-
mail. If you do plan on participating, I would also appreciate knowing the number of first-
year students that you anticipate needing surveys for, the name and contact information of the 
staff member who I will need to communicate with regarding Human Subjects training for 
disseminating the surveys, and the name and contact information for the person who would 
be able to give approval for this research to be conducted at the institution (if you can give 
that permission, please indicate that). I know that this is a great deal to ask of your program 
during the busy semester and grant writing year, but I believe that it is important information 
that can be used to greatly benefit our students and TRIO family so I am hopeful that you will 
be able to find the time to participate. Though your student responses to the survey would 
need to remain confidential, I would be more than willing to provide you with a summary of 
the final results of my research. 
Thank you very much for your consideration of this project and I hope to hear from you soon. 
Sincerely, 
Deb DeWall, Ph.D. Graduate Student 
Student Support Services Program 
2010 Student Services Building 
Iowa State University 
(515) 294-7932 
ddewall @ iastate.edu 
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APPENDIX B. INFORMED CONSENT 
Statement of Purpose and Informed Consent 
A STUDY OF FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS AND COLLEGE ADJUSTMENT 
My name is Deb DeWall and I am a Ph.D. graduate student conducting this research study as 
my final project to obtain my degree. You are being invited to participate in this study 
because you are a first-year undergraduate student in the Student Support Services Program. 
Please take your time in deciding if you would like to participate and feel free to ask 
questions at any time. 
The following survey concerns your reactions to different aspects of college and family life. 
The purpose of this research is to determine what factors facilitate and hinder a student's 
success in college so that higher education institutions can do a better job of assisting 
students to graduate. As a first-year undergraduate student, your participation in this study 
can provide important information about how universities can better assist students to 
succeed. 
Participation in this study will consist of answering questions on the following survey. You 
may skip any question that you do not wish to answer or that makes you feel uncomfortable. 
Your cooperation in this study is entirely voluntary. There is no penalty if you decline to 
participate. You also may discontinue participation at any time without penalty. In order to 
compensate you for your time, students who complete the survey will be entered into a 
drawing for two $50 gift certificates. The gift certificates will be awarded at the end of the 
semester and can be used at your school's bookstore. 
The survey will take less than an hour to complete. Your participation in this research is an 
important contribution to learning how best to assist students in being successful in college. 
When you are finished answering the questions, simply place your survey in the manila 
envelope provided and this will be sealed and returned to me. Please answer all questions as 
honestly as possible since answers will be useful only if they accurately describe you. 
You will be asked to provide your name on the survey so that your high school rank, grade 
point average (GPA) at the end of the first term and cumulative GPA at the end of the school 
year can be obtained through your SSS program as part of the study. While completing the 
survey, you might think some questions are embarrassing or make you uncomfortable, but 
please be assured that your answers to this survey will remain confidential and will not be 
released to staff or peers in your SSS program. Your completed survey will be maintained in 
a locked file and at the end of the school year your name will be removed from the survey so 
that answers cannot be identified with you. Until then, records identifying you will be kept 
confidential to the extent permitted by applicable laws and regulations and will not be made 
publicly available. Federal government regulatory agencies and the Institutional Review 
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Board (a committee that reviews and approves human subject research studies) may inspect 
and/or copy your records for quality assurance and data analysis purposes only. These 
records may contain private information. If the results of this study are published, your 
identity will remain confidential. 
Please feel free to contact me regarding any questions or concerns that you may have. You 
are encouraged to ask questions at any time during this study and can contact any of the 
individuals listed below for further information about the study or about your rights as 
research participants. Again, your participation is strictly voluntary. Thank you for your 
time. 
Deb DeWall, Ph.D. Graduate Student 
2010 Student Services Bldg. 
Iowa State University 
(515) 294-7932 
Email: ddewall@iastate.edu 
Dr. John Littrell, Major Professor 
221A Lagomarcino 
Iowa State University 
(515) 294-5746 
Email: jlittrel@iastate.edu 
Human Subjects Research Office 
2810 Beardshear Hall 
Iowa State University 
(515) 294-4566 
austingr @ iastate.edu 
Research Compliance Officer 
Office of Research Compliance 
2810 Beardshear Hall 
Iowa State University 
(515) 294-3115 
dament® iastate.edu 
I understand that, by signing below, I am giving permission for my high school rank, first 
semester GPA and end of year cumulative GPA to be released and allowed for use in this 
research project. I further understand that my signature indicates that I voluntarily agree to 
participate in this study, that the study has been explained to me, that I have been given time 
to read the consent form and have had my questions satisfactorily answered. Furthermore, I 
understand that my name will be removed from the completed questionnaire at the end of the 
school year. 
Name Printed. Signature. Date 
I l l  
APPENDIX C. QUESTIONNAIRE DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 
DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 
NAME 
AGE (circle the appropriate response) 
18-21 years old 
22-25 years old 
26-30 years old 
31-40 years old 
41+ years old 
GENDER (circle the appropriate response) MALE FEMALE 
ETHNICITY (circle the appropriate response) 
American Indian or Alaskan Native 
Asian 
Black or African American 
Hispanic or Latino 
White or European American 
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 
Multiracial/Multiethnic 
Other 
LIVING AT HOME WITH FAMILY WHILE IN SCHOOL (check if it applies) 
FINANCIAL AID PACKAGE INCLUDES A PELL GRANT (check if it applies)_ 
NEITHER OF MY PARENTS HAS A FOUR-YEAR DEGREE (check if it applies). 
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